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ABSTRACT
THE IMPACT OF POTENTIAL MARRIAGE AND FAMILY ON
WOMEN’S CAREER DECISIONS: AN ANALYSIS OF WOMEN IN
TRADITIONAL AND NONTRADITIONAL FIELDS
MAY 1997
DEBORAH J. MARRON, B.A., THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY
M.Ed., THE PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIVERSITY
Ed.D, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Grace J. Craig
During the past two decades women have entered the workforce in record numbers; they
currently comprise nearly 48% of the workforce. Although their presence has been felt in
occupations that have been traditionally held by men, their numbers remain concentrated in
occupations that have been traditionally held by females.
Using a grounded theory approach, this qualitative research looked at women’s career
decision-making to see to what extent marriage and family issues played a role in their career
decisions. Although previous research has focused on such factors as personal characteristics
and parent-child relationships as they relate to women’s choices of traditional or nontraditional
occupations, few studies have explored the relationship of women’s career choices and potential
marriage and family. Through a comparison of women who are currently working in traditional
occupations with women who are working in nontraditional fields, this study explored women’s
perceptions of balancing future marriage and family roles; the role that sequencing plays in
future role balancing; and the impact of women’s concerns about future role balancing on their
choices of traditional or nontraditional careers.
Ten college graduates who chose traditional occupations and ten graduates who chose
nontraditional occupations were interviewed. The tape recorded interviews were transcribed,
marked, labeled, and grouped in categories. Passages within each category were then reviewed
to synthesize the material. The final part of the process involved a review of the interview
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material in order to identify new learning regarding the impact of potential marriage and family
on women’s career decisions.
The themes identified through the interviews are consistent with the summary of major
barriers to and facilitators of women’s career choices that are identified by Betz (1994). Those
participants who chose to major in fields that are nontraditional for women indicated that they
chose those fields based on their skills and interests and believed that they could “fit” family
into their careers. All of the participants discussed the need for flexibility of schedules to
accommodate roles associated with marriage and family.
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CHAPTER I
WOMEN’S CAREER DECISIONS
Introduction
During the past three decades women have entered the workforce in record numbers;
they currently comprise nearly 48% of the workforce. Although their presence has been felt in
occupations that have been traditionally held by men, their numbers remain concentrated in
occupations that have been traditionally held by females. It appeared that this trend was
reversing during the 1980’s when women’s share of undergraduate and graduate degrees in
nontraditional fields such as engineering and science increased dramatically (US Department of
Labor [USDOL] 1993a). However, there is now an indication that more women are choosing to
pursue traditional occupations as enrollment in these college programs has increased during the
early 1990’s (Dey, Astin, & Korn, 1991).
Subich (1994) describes a study by Bums, Scott, and Cooney (1993) which looked at
Australian women’s occupational choices. They found that the majority of women were in
traditional occupations and that the married women in that group had based their career
decisions on the perception that traditional occupations provided more flexibility to balance
multiple roles. Are American women thinking along the same lines? What is causing this
reversal from nontraditional fields back to traditional? Now that more women than ever before
have moved into the male-dominated, nontraditional occupations that bring higher income and
greater potential for future personal development, why are more young adult women choosing the
traditional route? How do college women choose between traditional and nontraditional options?
Are women limiting their choices just as their career options are expanding and they are
successfully entering fields that have been dominated by men?
It is estimated that between 1990-2005, approximately three-fifths of new entrants to the
work force will be women. By the year 2000, 80% of all women between the ages of 25-54 will
be working outside of the home (USDOL), 1992a, 1993c; Hudson Institute, 1987).

Although women may be gaining on men in terms of numbers, the substance of their
participation in terms of the levels of salary, occupational prestige, and life-role demands is
dramatically different from that of men (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987). In 1993, the National
Association of Female Executives [NAFE] conducted a study of women in the American
workforce and power structure. The results of the research indicates that the workforce is clearly
divided into male-dominated professions which require higher skill levels and are typically the
most influential and highest paying, and female-dominated professions which are typically less
remunerative and less powerful. Even women who have entered such prestigious professions as
law and medicine find that they are segregated into specialties that offer lower pay and fewer
opportunities for advancement. According to NAFE, the preponderance of women in positions at
the lowest levels of the occupational strata results in a "ghettoized workforce." Since women are
the primary earners in twelve million households, comprising 18% of the families in the United
States, that trend will have a profound impact on the future American economy (USDOL, 1993c).
To explore reasons behind this shift, this study looked at women’s career decision¬
making to examine in what way marriage and family issues influence the career choices that
women make. Although previous research has focused on the relationship of such factors as
personal characteristics and parental influences on women’s career choices of traditional or
nontraditional occupations, few recent studies have explored the relationship between women’s
plans for potential marriage and family and their career choices. Even fewer studies have
compared the work involvement plans of women in traditional occupations with women in
nontraditional fields (O’Connell, Betz, & Kurth, 1989).
In her study of patterns of women’s labor force participation, Sullivan (1992) found that
women have more liberal views of balancing career and family demands than do men. She
discusses the process of “sequencing” in which women adjust their paid work patterns in order
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to accommodate family responsibilities. She suggests that future research should look more
closely at women’s perceptions of balancing career and family and the influence of these
perceptions on women’s choices of occupations. Even though women express more liberal
attitudes towards combining career with marriage and family, do women plan to accomplish this
through the selection of “less demanding” or “more flexible” careers?
Betz (1993) refers to this behavior as “downscaling” and suggests that the potential for
women to contribute to society is reduced since their capabilities and skills are not being fully
utilized. This limitation on women who comprise nearly 48% of the nation’s workforce has farreaching implications as this nation faces unprecedented socioeconomic issues.

Statement of the Problem
Through personal experience as a career counselor, this researcher has observed
evidence of this trend toward traditional occupations when working with women who have
pursued career paths that were not their preferred choices in order to accommodate future goals
of marriage and family. Although their original career goals were appropriate to their interests
and skill levels, these women expressed a need to plan ahead to a time when they may marry
and begin a family. Some of these women perceived their preferred occupational choices as too
demanding to allow for family life; they decided to pursue occupations that they perceived
would allow them more flexibility in accommodating their potential marriage and family. Their
alternative selections were often those occupations that have been traditionally held by women.
Their choices were not based on circumstances occurring at the time of their decisions. Rather,
the decisions were based on the possibility of a future event taking place which would then
require them to balance multiple roles.
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The decision to pursue a traditional path is not, in itself, the major issue here. The issue
has more to do with the appropriateness of the specific career choice for that individual. The
goal of career counseling is to assist individuals in identifying and pursuing occupations that
allow opportunity to utilize their abilities and talents; if that opportunity lies within the realm of
occupations dominated by women, then the choice is appropriate. If the chosen occupation does
not reflect the woman’s intellectual ability, interests, and career aspirations, it is possible that
the woman has “downscaled” her aspirations (Betz, 1993). In this context, downscaling refers
to the shift from a more appropriate, preferred career path to one that may facilitate future
multiple-role balancing.

Purpose of the Study
In their discussion of women’s career choice theories, Fitzgerald & Weitzman (1992)
conclude that, “What is needed here is a more dynamic motivational analysis, one that takes into
account why any particular woman makes the choices she does” (p. 130). To address this need,
this dissertation explored the meaning that individual women make of their experiences of
choosing a career and it examined the influences of marriage and family issues on their career
decisions. Through in-depth interviews of four-year college graduq^s who are currently working
in traditional fields and graduates working in nontraditional fields, the nature of the relationship
between projected marriage and family and women’s choices of traditional or nontraditional
occupations was investigated. The study also explored the issues of sequencing of career,
marriage, and parenting to ascertain if women deliberately use this technique to manage their
multiple roles.
The specific issues that guided this study include:
1. How do college women choose between traditional and nontraditional options?

4

2. What is the nature of the relationship between projected marriage and family and women’s
choices of traditional or nontraditional occupations?
3. How were these women's choices of career influenced by the prospect of a potential family?
4. How do women who pursue traditional occupations view sequencing and role balancing of
marriage, family, and career?
5. Do women plan to accomplish this through the selection of “less demanding” or “more
flexible” careers?
6. How do women who pursue nontraditional occupations view sequencing and role balancing of
marriage, family, and career?
7. What concerns do both groups have?
8. Did those concerns have an impact on their career choices?
9. How do the concerns of these two groups differ, if at all?
10. Has their thinking on this issue changed since college?

Research Design
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how women describe the process of
making career choices. Through an analysis of women who are currently working in
traditionally female occupations and women who are working in traditionally male fields, this
study explored the nature of the relationship between women’s concerns about future role
balancing and their choices of traditional 6r nontraditional careers. The study also looked at
how women view the concept of sequencing to balance marriage and family demands.
Sullivan (1992) advises researchers to "examine women's perceptions of career and
family issues, especially how these perceptions may influence choice of college major and career
i

aspirations." (p. 240) To that end, the qualitative research process included in-depth,
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phenomenological interviews of four-year college graduates (ages 26-38) who are currently
working at least part-time. The sample consisted of twenty women - ten who majored in
traditional fields and ten who majored in nontraditional fields. Respondents from each sample
were interviewed to allow for comparison between the two groups in terms of their marriage and
family plans while in college and the impact of those plans if any, on their career choices. The
rationale and specific plan for the design, execution, and data analysis are discussed in detail in the
Methodology section. This age group was selected to allow for a retrospective account of their
decision-making process, the factors that influenced their decisions, and their current career/life
situations.

Conceptual Framework
This study seeks to inform women’s career development theory through an exploration of
how women make meaning of their experiences of career decision-making. Prior to the 1970’s,
little emphasis was placed on women’s career development. As a result, there are no clear
conceptual frameworks within which to work. Betz & Fitzgerald (1987) conclude that "there is
yet no satisfactory theory of career development for women. Although theories such as those of
Holland, Roe, Super, and others have some relevance as to the understanding of women's career
behavior, they were developed with men rather than women in mind" (1987, p.250). Diamond
(1987) advises that to fully understand the similarities and differences between women's and
men's career choices, research on women's career development must diverge from the male model
by focusing on the unique factors involved in women's experiences. Larwood and Gutek (1987)
propose a "bare bones" theoretical perspective that should form the basis of a broad model of
career development. It should include five elements: career preparation - anticipation of career
i

involvement will more likely motivate one to learn more about the working world; opportunities
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available - the perception of limited opportunities for women may decrease the motivation to
prepare for career; marriage -, the impact of marriage is typically neutral for men but negative
for women who may be perceived as less committed to their career; pregnancy and children mothers who choose to work employ various career pattern alternatives to negate the impact on
career; timing and age - the age at which a person enters or re-enters the workforce will impact
her career progress. Larwood and Gutek admit that this perspective has not yet been researched
and that it needs further development but they suggest that these five factors may provide lenses
through which directions for future research can be identified. Gallos (1989) suggests adding a
developmental piece to this theoretical perspective. She advises that women’s developmental
needs and voices need to be considered because “their implicit power in defining how women see
the world, their choices, and their opportunities makes developmental concerns a critical part of
any attempt to build a comprehensive theory of women’s careers” (p. 127).
In 1977, Levinson (1986) proposed a theory of adult development which was based on his
research with men. Levinson admitted that his theory was not really applicable to women and has
addressed that issue in his recent publication “The Seasons of a Woman’s Life” (1996). In his
research on women, he discovered that:
Within the general framework of human life structure development, the genders differ
greatly in life circumstances, in life course, in ways of going through each developmental
period. Women form life structures different from those of men. They work on the
developmental tasks of every period with different resources and constraints, external as
well as internal. The developmental perspective must thus be combined with a gender
perspective - a way of thinking about the meanings of gender and the place of women and
men in the current epoch of human history, (p. 36)
As a result, Levinson developed a theoretical perspective on “the meanings of gender and
the shaping influences of gender in the lives of women as well as men” (p. 38) and conducted his
study through the combined lenses of an adult development perspective and a gender perspective.
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Marshall (1989) also suggests viewing women’s career development through a
developmental lens. She espouses “re-visioning” career theory by recognizing the differences
between men and women and re-framing those female attributes as equally desirable to those of
men. She emphasizes the need to acknowledge the value of women and their experiences and
values, especially as they relate to career theory. She notes that career theory is moving toward a
view of sequential stages where one phase builds on the previous one. Marshall, however,
believes that female values offer a counterpoint to the sequential stages. She suggests that a better
scheme for career theory is a “cyclic” interpretation of phases, implying the giving up of one to
proceed to the next. An examination of women’s employment, marriage, and family life lines
reveals patterns in which women appear to leave one arena to take on a totally different,
sometimes entry-level role in another.
Sullivan (1992) refers to this pattern as “sequencing” and suggests that women are aware
that career and family are not independent of each other but that women believe they can balance
the demands of both. Sullivan recommends that future research look at women’s perceptions of
marriage and family roles and their influences on women’s career decisions.
In summarizing research on factors that influence women’s career choices, Betz &
Fitzgerald (1987) note that the findings reflect research on groups of women and therefore do not
address factors that have had an impact on any individual woman. Gerson (1985) conducted one
of the few qualitative studies of women’s ways of deciding about career and family roles.
Working within a developmental framework, she concluded that women’s career decisions
continued to be linked with their decisions about family. As a result, women were limited in
their ability to contribute to society through their work. Gerson conducted her study in 1984
and focused on women who were young adults in the 1970’s. The past twelve years have
»

brought about numerous changes in societal attitudes. This study builds on her research to
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explore to what extent women’s attitudes toward marriage and family roles may have changed
for women who were young adults in the 1980’s and early 1990’s. The focus of this study is on
the relationship between marriage and family plans and women’s choices of traditional or
nontraditional occupations. Through a retrospective account of their experiences of career
decision-making, this study explored women’s decision-making processes and the factors that
influence their career decisions. To respond to the recommendation of Betz & Fitzgerald (1987),
this study focused on individual women and the ways in which they make meaning of the
deliberative process involved in their career decision-making.

Limitations of the Study
This study focused on women who have been raised in the United States and reached
early adulthood during the late 1980’s or early 1990’s. The questions that were addressed in this
study had their genesis in the labor force participation and educational achievement patterns of
American women. Underlying issues explored in this study involved value issues that are
embedded in the socialization process that are unique to this culture. Thus it is appropriate that
the research sample should include only those who have been raised within this country and who
have had the opportunity to imagine and plan for a future role in its labor force.
All of the women in this study are graduates of four-year colleges. Their educational
level raises implications of social class characteristics that limit the applicability of these findings
to women who have not attained that level.
Although no attempt was made to select women of specific ethnic or racial backgrounds,
the participants in this study were Caucasian females who grew up in the northeastern region of
the United States. The experiences of these women and messages that they received reflect only
' i

that subculture in which they were raised and do not represent diverse cultural backgrounds.
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Another limitation of this study lies in its focus on the traditional, heterosexual
relationship within which each of these women is currently operating. Although homosexual
women would presumably have received the same messages of role expectations as heterosexual
women while they were growing up in this society, the issues of career decision-making and the
roles of Lesbian couples with children may play out differently.
Due to the small sample size and in accordance with the nature and goals of qualitative
research, no attempt will be made to generalize to a larger population of women. A discussion of
other research studies and the facilitators and barriers to career decision-making that Betz &
Fitzgerald examined is included in Chapter II, the Literature Review section.

Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this study, the term “career” refers to “the evolving sequence of a
person’s work experiences over time” (Arthur, Hall, & Lawrence, 1989, p.8). Gallos (1989)
disagrees with this notion as being too linear and grounded in the male career literature. However,
she acknowledges that there is yet no satisfactory, gender-neutral definition that incorporates
women’s unique life course. The term “work” refers to compensated activity that is performed
outside of the home. Technically, the term “job” denotes a specific position or post with a
particular employer. Typically, the terms “occupation” and “field” refers to a group of jobs that
have specific activities in common, for example, lawyer. However, although they mean two
different things, the terms “job” and “occupation” are often used interchangeably in the literature
and are used that way in this study for simplification. For example, the US Government (1994)
defines “nontraditional jobs” as those occupations in which 25% or less of those employed are
women. These occupations are also known in this study as “traditionally-male jobs” and include
i

occupations such as engineer and lawyer. Occupations that have traditionally been held by
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women, such as secretary, child-care worker, and teacher, are referred to here as “traditionallyfemale jobs” or, more simply, traditional jobs.
Significance of the Study
This study explores the thinking of twenty women regarding their choices of traditional or
nontraditional career paths and the relationship of their choices to their plans for future marriage
and family. Patton (1990) describes qualitative research as being about process, meaning, and
discovery. The application of qualitative research techniques used in this study enabled the
researcher to gather information that may lead to increased understanding of the process that
women engage in when deciding about careers. The subjects reflected on the meaning of the
experience of making career decisions, the consequences of those decisions, and the process of
accommodating multiple roles. The results of this research may serve to inform career
development counselors regarding issues to explore when working with women who are involved
in the career decision-making process.
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CHAPTER n
LITERATURE REVIEW
Prior to the late 1960’s, little research was conducted on women's career development.
Only recently have researchers attempted to explicate the process of women's occupational
selections. A review of current literature regarding career decision-making and the factors that
women consider during that process may reveal answers to these questions. Fitzgerald &
Weitzman (1992) believe that in order to be effective in working with women who are making
career decisions, career counselors need to know the strengths and weaknesses of career
development theories as they apply to women. In addition, counselors need to know the research
and theories regarding women’s career development and their choices of traditional or
nontraditional career paths.
Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is threefold and is organized accordingly. Part I
reviews primary theories of Career Development with special emphasis on the process of career
decision-making. Part II explicates current theories of career development and choice that are
specific to women. Until recently, theories of career development have traditionally been
developed around the occupational choice processes and behaviors of men (Betz & Fitzgerald,
1987; Gutek & Nieva, 1979; Vetter, 1978). Current theories of women's career development
attempt to address the factors involved in women's career decision-making and thus may shed
some light on the career decision-making behaviors of women. Part III explores reasons for
women's choices of traditional occupations at a time when women are experiencing success in
nontraditional fields and the range of career opportunities from which to choose is greater than
ever before.

12

Theories of Career Development
Trait and Factor Theory
Frank Parsons, who established the Vocation Bureau of Boston in 1908 for the purpose of
assisting young adults in identifying appropriate occupations, is regarded as the pioneer of the
vocational guidance movement. Observing that "boys generally drift into some line of work by
chance, proximity, or uninformed selection," he postulated that, "If a young man chooses his
vocation so that his best abilities and enthusiasms will be united with his daily work, he has laid
the foundations of success and happiness" (Parsons, 1909, p.4). This belief led him to develop a
"scientific method" of career decision-making:
In the wise choice of a vocation there are three broad factors: (1) a clear
understanding of yourself, your aptitudes, abilities, interests, ambitions,
resources, limitations, and their causes; (2) a knowledge of the requirements and
conditions of success, advantages and disadvantages, compensations,
opportunities, and prospects in different lines of work; (3) true reasoning on the
relations of these two groups of facts (Parsons, 1909, p.5).
Through the completion of a "schedule of personal data," young adults were facilitated in
the self-assessment of their skills, interests, and personality. They then were encouraged to
research occupations through a variety of methods. The information gleaned from the first two
steps was then tied together by the process of "true reasoning" or decision-making to determine
the best fit. This model came to be known as the trait and factor or matching approach because of
its method of matching the individual's unique variables or traits with specific occupational
characteristics (Herr & Cramer, 1984).
Although this approach dominated the field of vocational guidance for four decades, it
was limited by its underlying assumptions that occupational choice is a cognitive rather than a
developmental process which occurs once in one's lifetime to identify the one and only best
occupational fit (Herr & Cramer, 1984). In addition, since Parson's work primarily focused on
unemployed males, its application to young women was limited.
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Personality Approaches
Building upon Maslow's concept of the hierarchy of needs - physiological, safety, social,
ego, and self-actualization (Zunker, 1990, p.61)—Roe developed a theory of personality
development and career choice which integrated personality theory with a system of occupational
classification (Roe & Lunneborg, 1984). This approach attempted to "view the whole range of
occupations in terms of their relationship to individual differences in backgrounds, physical, &
psychological variables and experiences" (Roe & Lunneborg, 1984, p. 31). In her book. The
Psychology of Occupations which was published in 1956, Roe proposed a new classification
system of occupations, identifying eight occupational groups organized by the intensity of their
orientation toward people contact (Roe & Lunneborg, 1984). In her view, those who pursue
people-oriented occupations are satisfying conscious and unconscious needs for interpersonal
relationships, while people who choose non-person-oriented careers are meeting lower level
physiological and safety needs. This "need" theory postulates that experiences in early childhood,
genetic factors, environment, and the parent-child relationship relate to the kinds of needs satisfied
and thus are major determinants of occupational choice. Individuals who grew up in an
environment which they perceived to be loving, overprotecting, or overdemanding would most
likely select occupations involving high people contact; those from neglected, casual, or rejecting
familial environments would tend toward careers with less people contact (Roe & Lunneborg,
1984; Zunker, 1990). The constructs of her theory have been refuted by several studies but her
emphasis on the impact of early childhood experiences on personality development as a
determinant of occupational choice and her system of occupational classification have been major
contributions to the field of vocational development. Roe admits to the limitations of her theory
when applied to women. However, the research was limited since it was based on higher level
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occupations and she did not even include the traditional occupation of "housewife" in her
occupational classification system.
John Holland's Typology approach incorporates Trait and Factor constructs with
Personality Theory. According to Holland, career satisfaction is dependent upon the degree of
congruence between an individual's unique personality characteristics or type and the
characteristics of the work environment (Weinrach, 1984). Individuals compare their self¬
perception with their perception of occupational stereotypes and make their occupational choice
by accepting or rejecting relationships between the perceptions of self and occupation. Emphasis
is placed on discovering one's "modal personal orientation" which is a developmental process
evolving from one's inherited characteristics and environmental experiences. Holland's four basic
assumptions are:
1. In our culture, most persons can be categorized as one of six types: realistic,
investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, or conventional.
2. There are six kinds of environments: realistic, investigative, artistic, social,
enterprising, and conventional.
3. People search for environments that will let them exercise their skills and abilities,
express their attitudes and values, and take on agreeable problems and roles.
4. A person's behavior is determined by an interaction between his personality and the
characteristics of his environment.
(Zunker, 1990, p. 41).
Although the postulates of Holland's theory apply equally to women and men, Holland
has been criticized for the make-up of the instruments used to assess these traits. Valid
instruments need to be developed to assess traits without gender or other bias. A major
shortcoming of both trait and factor and personality approaches is that although they address
personal variables involved in making occupational choices they do not explain how those
variables come into play in the actual decision-making process. These approaches are more
outcome oriented than process oriented (Herr & Cramer, 1984).
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Developmental Approaches
Recognizing the limitations of the Matching approaches, Ginzberg, Ginsburg, Axelrad,
and Herma diverged from the traditional trait theories by framing occupational choice within a
developmental perspective (Ginzberg, 1984). In 1951, this team of researchers, consisting of an
economist, a psychiatrist, a sociologist, and a psychologist, proposed that the process of
occupational selection is a developmental one, which extends over a period of six to ten years,
usually starting before age 11. They identified three stages in the career choice process: fantasy,
tentative, and realistic. The fantasy stage occurs during childhood, before the child reaches age
11, and is characterized by play which becomes more work oriented as the child nears the next
stage. The tentative stage, between ages 11-18, is the transitional phase that is marked by the
consideration of work-related elements. This stage is divided into four stages - interest, capacity,
value, and transition - in which the individual recognizes the need to prioritize interests,
capacities, and values as the decision-making time approaches. During the realistic stage, which
is divided into three stages - exploration, crystallization, and specification - the individual
begins to move from the more subjective factors of skills, interests, and values to the more
pragmatic considerations of opportunities and limitations associated with specific occupations.
This exploration stage is typically accompanied by ambivalence. The decision-making process
occurs during the crystallization stage within this final period when the individual makes a
commitment to pursue a specific occupation. Specification takes place when the individual begins
work or initiates required training for the selected field (Ginzberg, 1984).
Ginzberg's group concluded that the choice of occupation is an irreversible developmental
process which involves a series of interrelated decisions that are made over a period of years.
During the decision-making process, the individual is forced to identify a balance among a variety
of internal and external factors—interests, capacities, values, and the realities of work—and is
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therefore forced to compromise in every career decision (Ginzberg, 1984). Although Ginzberg
and his associates stressed the developmental nature of the process, they adhered to the concept
prevalent in trait and factor theory that occupational choice is a one-time event that occurs upon
entry into the work force (Super, 1984). This original premise was later revised by Ginzberg who,
while continuing to emphasize the importance of early developments in the decision-making
process, also emphasized the continuous nature of career choice as a lifelong process. In his
modification of the theory Ginzberg stated:
Occupational choice is a lifelong process of decision-making for those who seek
major satisfaction from their work. This leads them to reassess repeatedly how
they can improve the fit between their changing career goals and the realities of
the world of work (Ginzberg, 1984, p. 180).
The work of Ginzberg, Ginsburg, Axelrad, and Herma stimulated subsequent research on
the relationship of developmental tasks to career development. Since Ginzberg's group focused
their research on white males, however, a major limitation exists in applying this theory to
women's career development.
Super incorporated a life span approach with developmental theory to formalize
vocational development stages. He identified five stages:
1. Growth (birth - age 14 or 15), characterized by development of capacity, attitudes,
interests, and needs associated with self-concepts;
2. Exploratory (ages 15 - 24), characterized by a tentative phase in which choices are
narrowed but not finalized;
3. Establishment (ages 25 - 44), characterized by trial and stabilization through work
experiences;
4. Maintenance (ages 45 - 64), characterized by a continual adjustment process to
improve working position and situation; and
5. Decline (ages 65+), characterized by preretirement considerations, work output, and
eventual retirement. (Zunker, 1990, p.25)
Although Super assigned approximate age ranges to each stage, he proposed that the
stages were not strictly defined by age limits. He developed the "Life-Career Rainbow" to
graphically depict the relationship between life-stage and role theory as multiple-role careers
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across a life span. The five developmental stages represent the course of life and are identified as
a "maxi-cycle." These stages are considered to be overlapping and are repeated with every new
transition in our lives such that we revert to the "growth" stage when we are learning new tasks or
roles and then progress through the subsequent stages. Super referred to this "recycling" process
as a "minicycle." The second dimension of Super's rainbow is a depiction of the multiple roles
such as student, spouse, and parent, which are played by an individual at different developmental
stages. According to Super, these roles can be "supportive, supplementary, complementary, or
conflicting. They can enrich life or overburden it" (Super, 1984, p.204).
Another important contribution is Super's emphasis on the importance of self-concept in
career decision-making. Self-concept is defined as the way in which an individual views herself
within the context of roles, situations, functions performed, or relationships. Through the process
of self-concept formation, translation, and implementation, individuals determine their
occupational choice (Super, 1963). He postulated that "the process of career development is
essentially that of developing and implementing self-concepts; it is a synthesizing and
compromising process in which the self-concept is a product of the interaction of inherited
aptitudes, physical make-up, opportunity to play various roles, and evaluations of the extent to
which the results of role playing meet with the approval of superiors and fellows" (Super, 1984,
P-195).
Although Super attempted to address career development differences between men and
women early in his theoretical development by defining men's and women's career patterns, his
work was primarily based on research of men's careers. He has not adequately proposed
explanations of the factors which influence women's career patterns. His self-concept theories,
however, may have laid the groundwork for that exploration.
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Building on the work of Erickson, Super, and Ginzberg's group, Tiedeman & O'Hara
proposed a developmental theory of career decision-making. They suggest that career
development is a function of ego identity as a result of the continuing process of differentiation or
separation of experiences and the reintegration or restructuring of those experiences. They
identified seven stages which are divided into two periods: anticipation-which reflects the choice
process, and implementation and adjustment—which addresses the outcomes of that choice.
The anticipation period is characterized by stages of exploration, crystallization, choice, and
specification. As the individual progresses through this period, she clarifies information about
career options and judgments about their suitability. During the implementation and adjustment
period, the individual experiences the stages of induction, reformation, and integration or
satisfaction. The process is a continuous one in that the individual evaluates the consequences of
each decision based on self-concept and the expectations of the environment. If there is
dissonance between the two, the decision maker will re-initiate the process of anticipation (Herr &
Cramer, 1984; Osipow, 1983). Although its applicability to women's career development has
been questioned because of a lack of empirical data (Osipow, 1983), the strength of this theory
lies in its emphasis on self-awareness, relationship of self to environment, the individual process
of decision-making and on the individual's understanding of the related experiences.
Gottfredson (1981) addresses the issue of occupational aspirations by using an approach
similar to Super's stages. She argues that although self-concept plays a major role in career choice
in terms of compatibility, current theories do not include what she considers to be major
determinants of self-concept development. Gottfredson espouses that social class, intelligence,
and sex-typing experiences play a key role in the emergence of one's self-concept. She proposes a
cognitive-developmental model comprised of four stages through which individuals move from
i

concrete thinking processes, oriented outward, to abstract, introspective thinking:
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1.
2.
3.
4.

Orientation to size and power (ages 3-5).
Orientation to sex roles (ages 6-8).
Orientation to social valuation (ages 9-13).
Orientation to the internal, unique self (beginning at age 14).

As the individual passes through these stages, her self-concept is influenced by greater
awareness of her personal characteristics and preferences, gender roles, perceptions of others,
social class, and her place within the social system. These factors combine to create a context
within which career aspirations are defined. Gottffedson refers to this tendency to view oneself
within the framework of external variables such as sex-role or social class as circumscription.
She further expands the theory by introducing the construct of compromise in decision-making.
Through this process, individuals develop occupational generalizations or "cognitive maps" which
enable them to determine a range of acceptable careers based on gender roles, level of work, and
field of work. In this way, they can eliminate career options in order to satisfy a need for
appropriate sex-type and level of prestige since these factors are closely related to self-concept and
social identity (Zunker, 1990).
According to Gottffedson, interests are considered in occupational choice only during
adolescence. Sex-type and social status are the primary determinants as they emerge during the
latter stages of development. Although Gottfredson's approach purports to explain why women
continue to choose traditional careers, Hesketh, Elmslie & Kaldor (1990) found that interests
rather than sex-typing or prestige were considered the most important variables in making career
choices. They suggest that this is so because interests are more differentiated and may indirectly
integrate the percepts of gender-type and social level.

Osipow (1983) advises that additional

research is needed to confirm or contradict definitively Gottfredson's theory.

In light of the

findings of Hesketh et al (1990), we need to look further for theoretical models which address
women's continued preferences for traditional rather than nontraditional occupations.
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Cognitive-Developmental Models
Another model of career development which blends a developmental approach with a
cognitive one was proposed by Knefelkamp & Slepitza in 1976 (cited in Herr & Cramer, 1984) to
illustrate the movement of college students from a simplistic view of careers to a more complex
view. This model builds on the work of William Perry which focused on the intellectual and
ethical development of college students. It illustrates that students incorporate into the decision¬
making process an understanding of relationships between variables such as interests, values, and
personal identity (Herr & Cramer, 1984; Zunker, 1990). The four stages of cognitive growth are:
1. Dualism - This stage is characterized by simplistic, dichotomous thinking processes
about career planning.
2. Multiplicity - Students consider a wider range of career options with more attention to
the consequences of the career decision.
3. Relativism - Cohorts recognize internal control rather than external and begin to
assume more responsibility for decisions but no commitment. A greater degree
of analysis is involved in the decision-making process.
4. Commitment within Relativism - Career identity is integrated more with self identity.
More responsibility for the decision-making process is assumed and a
commitment is made to clarify and affirm personal variables goals (Herr &
Cramer, 1984; Zunker, 1990).
A number of sequential variables are identified by Knefelkamp & Slepitza (1976) as
having an effect on the qualitative changes of college students such as: locus of control from
external to internal; synthesis or integration of diverse perspectives; openness to alternative
perspectives; ability to assume responsibility; ability to take new roles; and ability to take risks
with self. Unfortunately, little research has been conducted to confirm or contradict this theory
but its emphasis on the integration of cognitive and developmental processes may help to explain
the decision-making behaviors of the traditional age college student cohort.
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Social Learning Theory
Krumboltz developed a theory to explain the reasons why people enter certain
occupations (Mitchell & Krumboltz, 1984). He postulated that there are four factors that
influence career decision-making:
1. Genetic endowment and special abilities which include inherited qualities that
might set limits on career options.
2. Environmental conditions and events which include social, political, cultural,
and economic factors which are typically out of the individual's control.
3. Learning experiences, which include instrumental learning and associative
learning experiences, and their consequent reinforcement or
nonreinforcement.
4. Task approach skills which include the skills that the individual possesses such
as problem solving, cognitive responses, and work habits that are
employed in the career decision-making process (Mitchell & Krumboltz,
1984).
According to the social learning theory of career decision-making, individuals cannot
control such factors as heredity or socioeconomic conditions, but they can exert some influence on
their environment and on the nature of some of their learning experiences. Through the
integration of these variables, the individual engages in self-observation and develops "world¬
view generalizations" and task approach skills, which in turn lead to a new sequence of learning
experiences and decision behaviors. This relational process continues throughout their lifetime.
Krumboltz identified the following task approach skills as being important in career decision¬
making:
1. Recognizing an important decision situation.
2. Defining the decision or task manageably and realistically.
3. Examining and accurately assessing self-observation and world-view
generalizations.
4. Generating a wide variety of alternatives.
5. Gathering needed information about the alternatives.
6. Determining which information sources are most reliable, accurate, and
relevant.
7. Planning and carrying out the above sequence of decision-making behaviors.
(Mitchell & Krumboltz, 1984, p.250)
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Social learning theory assumes that cognitive processes, as well as environmental
elements, are integrated in the career decision-making process. Relevant learning experiences
may influence which task approach skills the individual will develop or use since the experiences
are closely linked with consequences both positive and negative. If negative reinforcement
accompanies a certain set of task approach skills, the individual may modify those skills. Thus,
the individual's unique experiences over the life span will impact the process of career choice.
Although this model looks at the impact of learning experiences, external variables, heredity, and
individual characteristics on career choice, it is not a developmental model of career decision¬
making as it does not address developmental tasks to be learned at various stages. Little research
related specifically to career development has been conducted in part due to the lack of
instruments available to research certain constructs of the theory. Mitchell and Krumboltz
acknowledge that this theory has limitations, when applied to women, since race, gender, and
cultural background influence environmental factors and learning experiences to which one is
exposed. They note that "the career choices of women have been and continue to be influenced
by cultural norms regarding the acceptability of women entering certain career paths. These kinds
of environmental influences have a tremendous effect on whether women will be allowed the
opportunity for various learning experiences that lead to nontraditional career choices" (Mitchell
& Krumboltz, 1984, p.254).
Summary of Career Development Theories
It appears that no current theory of career development adequately addresses the unique
aspects that impact women's career development (Herr & Cramer, 1984; Osipow, 1983). Anne
Roe was one of the early theorists to acknowledge the lack of research directed toward women.
She attempted to rectify this oversight in later variations of her theory but was not able to do so in
a comprehensive manner. In response to this criticism of his theories, Super identified the
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following career patterns of women's vocational behavior: stable homemaking; conventional;
stable working; double-track; interrupted; unstable; and multiple-trial. However, these were
developed as a comparison to men's vocational behavior patterns, which he had previously
defined as stable, conventional, unstable, and multiple-trial (Super, 1984). Subsequent studies
have determined that women's life cycles do not coincide with the life-stage models identified for
men (Larwood & Gutek, 1987; Zunker, 1990). "Compared with men, self-identity is slower to
develop, primarily as a result of gender-role stereotyping" (Zunker, 1990, p. 382). Although
Holland's theories are applicable to women's career development, the issue of gender-bias has
been raised regarding the instruments which are used to apply his theories. Other theories, such as
Gottfredson's, are emerging to inform the process of women's career choice. Insufficient research
has been conducted to date which support these theories (Betz & Larwood, 1987; Osipow, 1983).
Betz & Fitzgerald conclude that "there is yet no satisfactory theory of career development for
women. Although theories such as those of Holland, Roe, Super, and others have some relevance
to the understanding of women's career behavior, they were developed with men rather than
women in mind" (1987, p.250). Diamond (1987) advises that to fully understand the similarities
and differences between women's and men's career choices, research on women's career
development must diverge from the male model by focusing on the unique factors involved in
women's experiences. The next section reviews pertinent research which has been conducted to
address these issues.
Women's Career Development
Prior to the late 1960's, little research was conducted on women's career development. A
woman was not expected to have an actual career - a profession to pursue as one's lifework which
may involve a progression to higher level positions. Rather, it was assumed that women would
hold jobs, usually associated with little training, low salary, and few opportunities for
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advancement, until such time that they married and/or had children. Women were discouraged
from returning to work after child rearing and, therefore, had no "career path." Although a
number of women chose to pursue careers, they were considered to be anomalies. This is evident
even as recently as 1988 when the new entry "career woman" first appeared in that year's edition
of Webster's Dictionary.
As a result, research on career choices centered on men. "The occupational behavior of
women has not been treated comprehensively in the counseling literature, largely because women
as workers have been perceived as individually transient and collectively insignificant due to the
type and level of jobs available to them in our society" (Vetter, 1978, p.7). In their review of
career development theories, Gutek & Larwood (1987) noted that even recent research has
typically focused on how women's career behavior deviates from the male model. Women who
entered "nontraditional" careers were considered as oddities and became the subject of several
studies (Nieva & Gutek, 1981). Although many theorists believe that women's career patterns
will eventually resemble those of men, Gutek and Larwood (1987) maintain that this will not be
the case because:
1.

There are differential expectations for men and women regarding the
appropriateness of jobs for each sex that affect the kinds of jobs young
men and women prepare for and select.
2. Husbands and wives are differentially willing to accommodate themselves to
each other's careers, with wives generally more willing to move or
otherwise adapt to a husband's career needs than vice versa. To the
extent that husbands receive more attractive job offers and their careers
progress faster, this is a generally rational strategy to maximize total
family career progress.
3. The parent role is differentially defined for men and women; the mother role
requires substantially more time and effort than the father role.
4. Compared to men, women are faced with more constraints in the workplace,
including discrimination and various stereotypes detrimental to career
advancement, (p.10)
In his review of the research on women's career development, Osipow (1983) suggested
that there is a need for continued research into this area since the current data on the similarities
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and differences, when compared to men's career theories, is inconclusive. He also concluded that
"so much social change is occurring in the area of sex and vocation that any theoretical proposal
made now is likely to be premature, as would be any generalization about women's career
development" (p.271). During the decade since then, more research on women has been
conducted but few theories have emerged.
Betz (1994) summarized 25 years of research on women's career development by
identifying major barriers to and facilitators of women's career choices. She advances that
although women may plan to engage in a career they have been hindered by barriers which
encourage women to choose gender-stereotypic occupations while at the same time they are faced
with facilitators that expand career options. These variables, which are categorized as individual
or environmental, are outlined in the following table.
Table 1
Summary of Major Barriers to and Facilitators of
Women's Career Choices
Facilitators

Barriers
Environmental

Working mother
Gender-role stereotypes
Supportive father
Occupational stereotypes
Highly educated parents
Gender bias in education
Girls’ schools/women’s colleges
Barriers in higher education
Female models
Lack of role models
Proactive encouragement
The null environment
Androgynous upbringing
Gender-biased career counseling
Work experience
Race discrimination
Individual (Socialized)
Late marriage or single
No or few children
High self-esteem
Strong academic self-concept
Instrumentality
Androgyny
Profeminist attitudes

Family-career conflict
Math avoidance
Low self-esteem
Weak expectations of self-efficacy
Low expectancies for success
(Betz, 1994, p. 12)
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Larwood and Gutek (1987) propose a "bare bones" theoretical perspective that should
form the basis of a broad model of career development. It should include five elements: career
preparation - anticipation of career involvement will more likely motivate one to leam more
about the working world; opportunities available - the perception of limited opportunities for
women may decrease the motivation to prepare for career; marriage - the impact of marriage is
typically neutral for men but negative for women who may be perceived as less committed to their
career; pregnancy and children - mothers who choose to work employ various career pattern
alternatives to negate the impact on career; timing and age - the age at which a person enters or
re-enters the workforce will impact her career progress. Larwood and Gutek admit that this
premise has not yet been researched and that it needs further development but suggest that these
five factors may provide lenses through which directions for future research can be identified.
Gallos (1989) suggests adding a developmental piece to this theoretical perspective. She advises
that women’s developmental needs and voices need to be considered because “their implicit
power in defining how women see the world, their choices, and their opportunities makes
developmental concerns a critical part of any attempt to build a comprehensive theory of women’s
careers ...We need to continue to ask the hard questions. What really affects women’s career and
life choices?”(p. 127).
Summary of Women's Career Development Theories
Spokane & Richardson (1992) identified several emerging themes in the literature of
women's career development:
1. For many women and an increasing number of men, a career decision is a difficult
lifestyle decision involving tradeoffs between career aspirations and marital and family
plans.
2. Many women, as well as many members of minority groups, will restrict the range of
occupations they are considering, usually by considering more Social and Artistic
occupations and fewer Investigative and Realistic occupations (using Holland's system).
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3. The likelihood of implementing an early aspiration is less for women and for minority
groups, due largely to external barriers and circumstances such as child-rearing
responsibilities.
4. The stress levels of women and minority individuals and their families will be greater
than those of other social groups, (p.44)

Though additional research is warranted, these theories of career development provide a
starting point for exploration of nontraditional roles and of emerging life career patterns for
women.
Women's Choice of Traditional
Versus Nontraditional Occupations
Studies of women's career choices more often focused on the characteristics of the woman
herself or of her parents. Most studies tended to ignore the social context of women's lives (Nieva
& Gutek, 1981). The impact of the increasing number of women in the workforce and the
resulting societal ramifications need to be addressed when considering women's career
development.
The United States Department of Labor (1995) reported that 59% of women age 16 and
older were participating in the labor force in 1994 compared to 36% in 1966. Of those women
who work, 75% were working full time. Although women are receiving college degrees and
entering the work force in unprecedented numbers, they are still underrepresented in those
professional and executive managerial occupations for which they have been preparing (Morrison,
White, & Van Elsor, 1992). The Women's Bureau of the US Department of Labor (1992c),
reports that the three fastest growing major occupational groups are executive, administrative and
managerial; professional specialties; and technicians and related support. Of these three groups,
women's participation rate has been highest in the technicians and related support occupations
such as paralegals, registered nurses, surgical technologists, and accounting clerks which usually
require less than a bachelor's degree. Women's participation rate in these occupations has
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typically outnumbered that of men. In 1992, 44% of working women were employed in these
traditional types of occupations which fall within the tertiary sector of the economy and, therefore,
are typically lower paying, less secure, and associated with fewer benefits (USDOL, 1993a). To
compound the problem, women earn only 75 cents for every dollar earned by men. These trends
have led to what is known as the "ghettoization of women's occupations" (NAFE, 1993). Indeed,
12 million (18%) of the 67 million households in the United States are maintained by women but
nearly 36% of those families live below the poverty level (USDOL, 1995). The number of
women heads of households with no spouse present continues to increase each year, reaching 18%
in 1992 (USDOL, 1993c).
Specific professions in the two other groups which will experience greater growth include
accountants, computer systems analysts, physicians, general managers, top executives, lawyers,
and electrical and electronic engineers. Women's participation in these "nontraditional"
occupations has been increasing; however, the growth rate has been slow. Nontraditional
occupations for women are defined as those in which 75% or more of the workers in those jobs
are men. These jobs are located in the primary economic sector which typically ensures higher
wages, job security, extended benefits, and greater opportunity for personal satisfaction than most
traditional jobs (USDOL, 1991a).
Although women are well represented at lower management levels, they are grossly
underrepresented at the top level executive positions where only 3% are women (Associated
Press, 1991). Women more often reach upper management levels in traditional fields which have
the greatest numbers of women at lower levels. For example, 59% of human resources managers,
61% of managers in medicine and health, and 49% of administrators in education and related
fields are women (USDOL, 1989a). The following list illustrates women's percentage of
participation within some selected nontraditional occupations for women as of 1990:
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lawyers and judges - 20.8 % women
physicians - 19.3% women
architects - 18.4%
protective services administrators - 18%
geologists and geodesists -14.3%
dentists - 8.0%
engineers - 8.0%
(US Dept, of Labor, 1991, p. 139)
In the US Department of Labor's status report on the Glass Ceiling initiative, it was
concluded that "Progress in the advancement of qualified minorities and women into mid and
senior level management positions has taken place. The success stories remain, however, the
exception rather than the rule" (USDOL, 1992b, p. 11). Female managers are experiencing lower
salaries than men and fewer opportunities for advancement. Many women managers believe that
although women have made progress, the progress has slowed or even stopped completely
(USDOL, 1992b).
This trend may be reversed in the face of a projected increase in the growth of executive,
administrative, and managerial jobs and professional specialties occupations that is expected to
result in even greater opportunities for women to increase their numbers and, presumably, attain
higher levels within each area. In a publication about the outlook for women in the labor market
to the year 2005, the US Department of Labor identifies opportunities for women in nontraditional
occupations and encourages women to consider them as potentially rewarding career paths
(USDOL, 1992c). The Department of Labor (1992b) reports that private sector employers are
attempting to address this issue through the implementation of proactive recruiting and training
programs targeted to women and minorities. Nontraditional jobs can be a route to selfsufficiency, personal satisfaction, and stability especially for women who are heads of households
(USDOL, 1991a). Only 6% of all working women were employed in nontraditional occupations
even though women who work in those occupations earn 20-30% more than women in traditional
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occupations. The greatest increase has been in the nontraditional professional occupations (Wider
Opportunities for Women, 1993).
In 1978, research conducted by Rand & Miller suggested that as young women develop,
they become more liberal in their attitudes and aspirations about work. They referred to a
"relaxing cultural interdiction against married women working" and a "new cultural imperative of
marriage and career" in which societal standards reflected a greater acceptance of women who
combine the two. (p. 162 & 149) In 1979, research on the change in college freshwomen's
nontraditional career aspirations suggested that the range of occupational options and salary levels
for women would become similar to those for men (Scherrei, 1979). Despite this attitudinal
change regarding the expansion of women's career aspirations, other research suggests that
women continue to limit their options and pursue occupations that are not consistent with their
interests or abilities (Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987). Nieva and Gutek (1981) identified one trend that
stands out in a review of the literature on career choice—females of all ages still choose traditional,
female-dominated occupations.
According to Brooks (1984), women's perceived roles require them to consider issues that
men typically do not consider when planning for work in their lives.
The factors that are responsible for restricting women have been expressed in
various ways, but at the heart of the matter is the socialization process. This
process creates both internal and external obstacles that inhibit women's free
choice of career behaviors. More specifically, women are socialized to give
primacy to homemaking or nurturing roles, and career or achievement roles
assume secondary or negligible priority (p.356).
In 1981, Nieva & Gutek reported that the areas of work and family life are not mutually
exclusive. The choice of a career also impacts a woman's decisions about the prospect of
marriage and children. There is a greater likelihood that women who pursue a career will remain
single. "These two factors - the option of not engaging in paid employment, plus the fact that
choosing a career may preclude marriage and children - have traditionally meant that fewer
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women than men choose careers requiring long-term preparation, long hours, high prestige, and
high salaries" (Gutek & Nieva, 1979, p.8). This premise is supported by the data even thirteen
years later. In 1992, women were disproportionately represented in six occupations - secretaries,
school teachers, managers, administrators, registered nurses, and accounting clerks. Women
traditionally have chosen a lifestyle first and then pursued an occupation that fits it. Men do not
have to make that choice. A study of executives, administrators, and managers conducted by the
US Department of Labor (1989a), supported this premise. It revealed that male managers were
more likely to be married (75%) than female managers (60%). More women than men remained
single (18.4% v. 14.5% of men) or were divorced (15% v. 7% of men).
A marriage and family should not preclude a woman from playing a role in the labor
market. The rising cost of living has deemed it a necessity for many women to contribute to the
household income. According to the Department of Labor (1993d), working wives make a
substantial contribution to the family earnings; the percentage of married women who work was
nearly 60% as of March 1992. Seventy four percent of divorced women, 65% of single, nevermarried women, and 62% of separated women were labor force participants in 1992.
One of the most significant changes in the labor market has been the increase in the
number of working mothers. Nearly one half of women entering the labor force between 1960
and 1984 were married mothers. In fact, more than 50% of all mothers are employed; 73% of
them work full time (USDOL, 1989b). The participation rate of women with children under age
18 is nearly 70%; the rate for those women with children under 6 is 59% (USDOL, 1993d). More
than 50% of mothers with infants, age 12 months or younger, were in the labor force as of 1988
(USDOL, 1989b). In fact, "women whose adult lives will not include work outside the home are
becoming the exception rather than the rule" (Betz and Fitzgerald, 1987, p.5).
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A study conducted of Canadian women in professional nontraditional occupations of law,
accounting, engineering, and medicine revealed that women who had attained high levels in their
fields and who had children, expressed a higher degree of personal satisfaction than their
colleagues with no children or who were never married. They suggest that if women are aware
that marriage and children did not constitute barriers to their career success, more women may
feel less compelled to choose between marriage or career (Roskies & Carrier, 1992).
Stewart (1989) had similar results in her study of married mothers in nontraditional
occupations at professional and support levels. She concluded that nontraditional occupations
offer women many opportunities that are not associated with traditional jobs, thus increasing their
job satisfaction. The respondents in her study felt that the opportunity to do something different,
to be more creative, to work in a new and different field, and to work in a non-service capacity
were some of the factors contributing to their increased job satisfaction.
On February 5, 1993, the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 was signed into law to
provide for workers who face conflicting demands between family responsibilities such as child or
elder care and the need or desire to work. Employees are awarded the right to unpaid leave with
protection from job loss (1993b). This Act is especially beneficial to women with dependent care
issues who no longer need to separate from their jobs in order to provide care to family members.
This type of initiative is indicative that societal attitudes toward women who choose to combine
family and a fulfilling career are changing and are more supportive than ever before in women's
work history. Many employing organizations are implementing new policies and programs to
address child care, salary discrepancies, and advancement issues for women. Women have clearly
demonstrated their abilities to reach the highest levels of academic and professional achievement.
It should no longer be necessary for women to make their career choices through the lenses of
marriage and family. So why are so many women not taking advantage of this "new cultural
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prerogative" to expand their range of occupational pursuits? Brooks (1984) notes that the
tendency for women to concentrate in low prestige, low paying occupations suggests that women
are subject to a special set of variables which may be limiting their range of career choices.
Richardson (1974) found that among college seniors, valuing marriage was significantly
associated with an orientation towards traditional careers. In 1976, Trigg & Perlman conducted a
comparative study of applicants to traditional and nontraditional medical-related programs. They
found that women who pursue nontraditional fields considered the possibility of marriage and
family less important than did women who pursued traditional occupations. In addition, these
women did not view participation in nontraditional fields as presenting a barrier to meeting their
social and marital needs. In this study, Trigg & Perlman also determined that nontraditional
career seekers were more likely to perceive the attitudes of significant others as being supportive
of their participation in nontraditional jobs. Nieva & Gutek (1981) suggest that of particular
importance in future research are the influences of'significant others' on women's career choices.
They believe that “there is a dearth of literature on women who select traditional careers" (Gutek
& Nieva, 1979, p. 16). Betz and Fitzgerald concur and suggest that "further work on women's
continued avoidance of many male-dominated careers is needed" (1987, p.251).
Gerson (1985) conducted one of the few qualitative studies of women’s ways of deciding
about career and family roles. Working within a developmental framework, she concluded that
women’s career decisions continued to be linked with their decisions about family. As a result,
women were limited in their ability to contribute to society through their work. Gerson
conducted her study in 1984 and focused on women who were young adults in the 1970’s. She
notes that:
The malleability of individual and social institutions over the long term has two
implications for the study of women. First, to uncover the causes of women s adult
behavior, we must not confine ourselves to the study of childhood, but must rather look
at female development over the life course. Second, to understand how women s social
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position is changing, we must look at how new cohorts of women “process” the social
structural arrangements they inherit, (p. 38)
The past twelve years have brought about numerous changes in societal attitudes. This
study builds on her research to explore to what extent women’s attitudes toward marriage and
family roles may have changed for women who were young adults in the 1980’s.
The focus of this study is on the relationship between marriage and family plans and
women’s choices of traditional or nontraditional occupations. Through a retrospective account of
their experiences of career decision-making, this study explored women’s decision-making
processes and the factors that influence their career decisions. To respond to the recommendation
of Betz & Fitzgerald (1987), this study focused on individual women and the ways in which they
make meaning of the deliberative process involved in their career decision-making.

Conclusions
Part I reviewed the primary theories of Career Development with special emphasis on the
process of career decision-making. Part II explicated current theories of career development and
choice that are specific to women. Until recently, theories of career development have
traditionally been developed around the occupational choice processes and behaviors of men (Betz
& Fitzgerald, 1987; Gutek & Nieva, 1979; Vetter, 1978). Current theories of women's career
development attempt to address the factors involved in women's career decision-making, but due
to the increase in women's participation in the workforce and the resulting socioeconomic
implications, these theories are still in the formulation stages. Additional research on the factors
involved in women's career choices is necessary to support the definition of existing theories or
the emergence of new theories. Part III explored reasons for women's choice of traditional
occupations at a time when women are experiencing success in nontraditional fields and the range
of career opportunities from which to choose is greater than ever before.
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CHAPTER m
METHODOLOGY
This study looked at women’s career decision-making to examine the relationship
between women’s plans for future marriage and family and their decisions to pursue traditional
or nontraditional career paths. Specifically, the intent was to explore how women make
meaning of the experience of choosing a career. Qualitative research methods were employed
by conducting in-depth, open-ended interviews in an attempt to gather data that reveals the
meaning that marriage and family issues have for female college graduates and how these issues
impact their career decisions. This section addresses the components of the research design
including the nature and selection of the informants, interview procedures, interview guide
development, and data analysis.
Design
Although several studies relative to women’s career decision-making have been
conducted over the past 20 years, few have employed qualitative research techniques. One
notable exception was a study by Gerson (1985) in which she conducted in-depth interviews to
explore how women make decisions about work and family. She chose the grounded theory
approach rather than a quantitative research approach in order to “facilitate the process of
discovery by enabling theoretical concerns to emerge and develop throughout the interview
stage of research” (p.241). Quantitative measures, such as those in which informants’ answers
are confined to a preconceived set of responses, may be too restrictive to allow for an
exploration at that cognitive level. According to Seidman (1991), “At the root of in-depth
interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they
make of that experience” ( p.3).
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Informants
The study included 10 women in nontraditional fields and 10 women in traditional
occupations who have received their bachelor’s degree from a 4-year college or university
within the past 5-15 years. The cohort in this study were traditional-age college students who
attended college within one year of high school graduation. This criterion was determined to
control for the possibility that older students may have already had a family when they made
their choice of major and career path. Thus the age range of this cohort is betwen 26 and 38
years of age at the time of the interview.
A number of studies have utilized the college women population (Baber & Monaghan,
1988; Murrell, Frieze & Frost, 1991) but focused on that population’s aspirations and intentions
related to work and family. The informants of this study graduated from college at least five
years ago to allow for retrospective accounts of their decision-making processes as well as an
account of their current status and thinking relative to these issues of marriage and family and
role sequencing. The focus on current workforce participants is suggested by O’Connell, Betz
& Kurth (1989) who conducted a comparative study of students pursuing training in
nontraditional and traditional fields. The emphasis in their study focused on the intentions of
students to balance work and family life. In their recommendations for further study, they
suggest that research on graduates who have entered the workforce can address the issue of how
constraints and opportunities may have altered intentions.
While many previous studies related to this topic have included both men and women
(Larson, Butler, Wilson, Medora, & Allgood, 1994; Spade & Reese, 1991; Swanson & Tokar,
1991), this research focused on women in order to add to the current thinking on women s
career development. This premise is supported by Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule
(1986) who suggest that “when scientific findings, scientific theory, and even the basic
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assumptions of academic disciplines are reexamined through the lens of women’s perspectives
and values, new conclusions can be drawn and new directions forged that have implications for
the lives of both men and women” (p.8).
In order to identify participants, Lincoln & Guba (1985) suggest a technique which
yields a population that can provide as much information as possible. They espouse
“purposeful” sampling to generate variety and rich data upon which the grounded theory can be
based. The idea is not to focus on similarities for generalization but to continue to identify
participants who can expand the information already obtained. For the purpose of this study,
variety in occupational experience and class background would be most beneficial in expanding
the data. Participants were identified through a form of purposeful sampling known as snowball
sampling (Patton, 1990), in which potential participants are asked for names of other potential
participants, thereby increasing the size of the potential respondent pool. As the “snowball”
increases in size, there is greater opportunity to extend the sample to involve informants who
can provide a wide range of perspectives and experiences.
Through an initial screening process, those who are married or formerly married and
working in a traditional or nontraditional field were identified. This research focused on
married or divorced women rather than never-married women since the intent was to explore
the impact of potential marriage and family on women’s career decisions. Although the
inclusion of never-married women would provide interesting and revealing data about expected
events that did not occur, it is possible that the sample would include women who never
expected to marry. The research question, therefore, might not apply to them.
Table 2 provides information about the ten participants who majored in traditional
fields and includes their current occupations, ages, and parents’ occupations inside and/or
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outside of the home. Although no attempt was made to control for race, all of the respondents
were caucasion women.
Table 2
Participants Who Chose Traditional College Majors
Participant

Undergrad
Education

Current
Occupation

Age

Parental
Status

Father’s
Occupation

Mother’s
Occupation

Frances
Fredricks

BA
Applied
Clinical
Psychology
BS
English/
Education
BS Foreign
Language

Student
Services
Admin.

31

Planning
First Child

Business
Owner

Public
Relations

33

2 Children

Social
Worker

Social
Worker
then
Homemaker
Teacher

College
Career
Counselor
Reading
Specialist

29

1 Child

Guidance
Counselor

Beautician

35

2 Children

Security
Guard

Homemaker
Waitress

Career
Counselor
Dean of
Students

33

1 Child

Store Clerk

33

None

Letter
Carrier

Homemaker
Caseworker
Postal
Worker

Registered
Nurse
Assistant
Director of
Admissions

34

2 Children

Frameman

Homemaker

29

None

Home
Improve¬
ments

Secretary

Office
Manager
Director of
Develop¬
ment

29

None

Executive

Homemaker

28

None

Safety and
Loss
Prevention

Public
Relations

Grace Godshall

Helen Howard

Irene Ingalls

Jean Jennings
Kay Kaufman

Linda Logan
Michelle
Murphy

Nichole Novak
Olivia Olsen

BS
Elementary
Education
BS
Psychology
BS
Foreign
Affairs
BS Nursing
BS
Elementary
Education/
Psychology
BS
Psychology
BA English
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Table 3 summarizes information regarding the subjects who majored in nontraditional
fields while in college.
Table 3
Participants Who Chose Nontraditional College Majors
Participant

Undergrad
Education

Current
Occupation

Age

Parental
Status

Father’s
Occupation

Mother’s
Occupation

Alice Adams

BS Animal
Science
BS Math

Marketing
Specialist
Technical
Analyst/
Intelligence
Attorney

30

Expecting
First Child
Expecting
First Child

CPA

Homemaker
Teacher
Homemaker
Nurse

31

Expecting
First Child

Civil
Engineer

Homemaker
Information
Systems

Electrical
Engineer

29

2 Children

Electrical
Engineer

Homemaker

Medical
Writer

30

Planning
First Child

Secretary

Architect

30

None

Owner,
Construc¬
tion
Company
Manager,
Public
Utility

High School
Biology
Teacher

30

Planning
First Child

Quality
Control
Specialist

Homemaker
Secretary

Process
Engineer

30

None
Planned

Analytical
Chemist

Homemaker

Lab
Director

36

2 Children

Sales

Homemaker

Marketing

37

1 Child

Mainten¬
ance
Worker

Seamstress

Beth Brighton

Carol Campbell

Diane Donato

Elaine Evans

Pat Peterson

Rachel Riley

Sandra Segal

Tracy Turner

Ursula Unger

BS Civil &
Mechanical
Engineerin
g
BS
Electrical
Engineerin
g
BS
Biology

BS
Environ¬
mental
Design
BS
Electrical
Engineerin
g
BS
Chemical
Engineerin
g
BS
Biology/
Psychology
BS
Business
Administra
-tion

34

40

Air Force

Homemaker

Interview Procedures
The researcher met individually with each participant one time and conducted a twohour interview using a guided interview format. During the initial telephone contact to set up
the interview, the researcher introduced herself, explained the nature and purpose of the study,
described the methodology that would be employed and the procedures for protecting the
participant’s confidentiality and anonymity. These procedures for ensuring anonymity included
the use of pseudonyms for each participant and the use of very broad descriptors when referring
to the participants. It was made clear that the interview would be tape recorded to facilitate data
collection and analysis. She was informed that participation in the research was voluntary, that
she may withdraw from part or all of the study at any time, and that she was free to participate
or not to participate without prejudice. The participant was also informed that she had the right
to review the material in the transcript format, if she desired.
Prior to the start of the interview, each participant was again informed of the nature and
purpose of the research, the methodology, and the participant’s rights to remain anonymous, to
withdraw at any time, and to review her reported material. At this time, the participant and the
researcher reviewed each item on the Human Subjects Consent Form and she was encouraged to
ask for any additional information. She then was asked to sign the consent form. If she
preferred not to sign, she was assured by the researcher that her decision to participate or not to
participate was her right and the interview would not take place. None of the participants
declined to sign the form and all participated in the entire interview.
Patton (1990) states that “The fundamental principle of qualitative interviewing is to
provide a framework within which respondents can express their own understandings in their
own terms” p.290. The informants were interviewed using a variation of the model of in-depth,
phenomenological interviewing described by Seidman (1991). A single 2-hour standardized
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open-ended interview was conducted with each informant. (See Appendix). Each interview
was tape-recorded and transcribed for data analysis.
In a standardized open-ended interview format, each informant responds to the same set
of questions which is prepared in advance. This format was chosen in order to facilitate the data
gathering and evaluation process and to allow for greater comparison of responses. The
interview questions were comprised of several types of questions as identified by Patton. These
types included background/demographic questions such as age, occupation, and education, to
provide a relational basis to other informants; opinion/values questions in which the individual
was asked to describe her cognitions and attitudes on issues relevant to the study; and feeling
questions in which her emotional responses to her experiences were explored. Many of these
questions were framed within a chronological context in order for the informants to reflect on
cognitions and feelings experienced at various points in time. Some of the questions that were
asked included: When you were deciding about your career, what was your thinking about
marriage and family? As you look back on your decision to pursue your occupation, how did
your plans unfold? What emotions do you feel when you think about your decision?
The process of developing the interview guide involved several stages of draft writing
and pilot interviews in order to develop an instrument which would provide structure to the
interview but would provide enough flexibility to allow for the “emergent nature” of qualitative
research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). From that test run strengths and weaknesses in the guide
were identified and addressed. One more field test of the guide was conducted in order to
develop an effective tool which addresses the issues of this study and allows for meaning to
emerge. This +process enabled the researcher to practice interview techniques and develop a
degree of competence prior to the actual interviews.
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Analysis of the Data
V'

As Seidman (1991) suggests, the interpretation of the data is an ongoing process which
begins ^s soon as the d<ita is received. The tape recorded interviews were transcribed onto
computer software fol coding and analyst after each interview was completed. In order to
begin the process of reducing the text, interesting passages were marked, labeled, and coded to
identify their place in the transcript. In reviewing the text, the researcher used the “constant
comparison” method as described by Lincoln & Guba (1985) to look for “units” of information
that will facilitate the identification of connections among and between the experiences of the
informants. These units or passages were then grouped in categories to facilitate the
identification of common themes. Using axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and focused
coding as described by Charmaz (1983), the researcher then looked for themes within and
between each category to synthesize and analyze the material.
The final part of the process involved a review of the interview material in order to
identify new learning regarding the impact of potential marriage and family on women’s career
decisions. Through use of an inductive approach, the material was searched for new
understandings that may inform career counselors regarding this aspect of women’s career
decision-making.
Trustworthiness of the Data
Lincoln & Guba (1985) have attempted to address the issue of trustworthiness in
qualitative research but warn that there is no standard approach for compelling the consumer to
accept the trustworthiness of the data. They note that the very nature of naturalistic inquiry
does not lend itself to the same type of validation as conventional inquiry. Seidman (1991)
concurs and suggests that “what are needed are not formulaic approaches to enhancing either
the validation or trustworthiness but understanding of and respect for the issues that underlie
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those terms. We must grapple with them, doing our best to increase our ways of knowing and)
of avoiding ignorance, realizing that our efforts are quite small in the larger scale of things” (p.
19). Lincoln & Guba (1985) propose that since the informants provide the constructions which
comprise the data, they must confirm the credibility of the researcher’s findings and
interpretations. If the informants validate the credibility of the researcher’s reconstructions, this
serves to enhance the trustworthiness of the study.
To enhance the credibility of the reconstruction of the informants’ stories, the
researcher employed her skills and experience as a career counselor during the interview by
employing techniques such as probing, paraphrasing, clarifying, and echoing. Perhaps the most
important skill that was employed during the interviews was listening with empathy and
enthusiasm. Careful observation of the informants’ non-verbal cues, affect, inflection, syntax
and consistency of narrative assisted in identifying errant recounting if it occurred.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Twenty female college graduates participated in this study which explored their career
1 decision-making processes and the factors, people, and events that may have influenced their
career paths. Two groups were identified - ten women who majored in traditional fields and ten
who majored in nontraditional fields - in order to identify similarities and differences in their
thinking as they were making their career decisions while in college. The following criteria were
used to select participants for the study:
1.

Currently married or previously married. This criterion was determined to screen for those
women for whom marriage and family were not desired. The questions would not be
applicable for that population.

2.

Graduated from college 5 to 15 years prior to the interview. This criterion was meant to
allow for a retrospective account of the decision making process and to enable reflection
about the way in which their lives have played out since graduation.

3.

Age 26-38. This criterion was employed to screen in those women who attended college
within one year of their high school graduation, prior to marrying and starting a family.
Since the focus of the study was on potential marriage and family, the issues and perspectives
would necessarily be different for women who returned to college after starting a family.
In-depth interviews were conducted using an interview guide (see Appendix) which was

organized into five parts. Part One generated demographic information about each participant.
Part Two introduced the participants by first focusing on the education and occupations of their
parents and siblings. The questions then centered on the participants’ thinking about themselves
and their future prior to attending college. Part Three explored the subjects’ experience of
deciding on their college majors and careers. Part Four focused on their reflections about their
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career paths. The questions in Part Five were designed to bring closure to the interview by
focusing on the subjects’ comfort level with the subject matter. They had the opportunity, at that
point, to ask questions of the interviewer.
The results are presented using the same organizational structure as the interview guide.
The first section - “participant profiles” - introduces the participants and includes their
educational and occupational background as well as that of their parents and siblings. The
second section addresses the participants’ work/identity development while a child and during
their teen years. The third section explores the experience of the participants’ career decision¬
making. The fourth section focuses on the meaning of the experience of career decision-making.
The participants’ actual words are used to illustrate their perceptions of events, factors,
people, and other variables that influenced their career choices. Except for the elimination of
false starts, repetitive phrases, and verbal idiosyncrasies such as “you know,” “kind of,” and
“like,” the quotes are presented verbatim to give the subjects their own voices.

Section One: Participant Profiles
In-depth interviews were conducted with ten women who majored in traditional fields and
ten women who majored in nontraditional fields. To protect their anonymity, each of the
participants was given a pseudonym that was assigned alphabetically according to the order in
which they were interviewed. All of the participants were raised in the northeastern region of the
United States and currently reside in eastern Pennsylvania. They are all currently married.
Participants Who Chose Traditional Majors
Frances Fredricks is a 31 year old assistant dean of students at a liberal arts college for
women. She received her Bachelor’s degree in Applied Clinical Psychology and has a Master’s
degree in Counselor Education. Her career in student affairs started immediately after college
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and she returned to school for her graduate degree while working in the field. She has been
married for four years and is planning to have children in the near future. Her father received an
Associate degree in Business Administration and eventually became the President of the family
business. Her mother has a Bachelor’s degree in Social Work and a Master of Science in
Creative Studies. Her mother was a social worker before she had children and a homemaker
while the children were growing up. She has two brothers, both of whom majored in business.
Each is currently in graduate school.
Grace Godshall is a 33 year old public relations specialist for a non-profit organization.
She has achieved a Bachelor’s degree in English and Psychology, a Master’s degree in English,
and a Master’s degree in Education. Although she intended to pursue teaching after graduation,
she had a ‘terrible” student teaching experience and changed her focus to use her English degree.
She worked in public relations and taught English at the college level as an instructor. She is
married and is the mother of two boys. One boy is almost three and the other is one year old.
Her mother is a teacher. She received her Master’s in Education and worked outside of the home
while her children were growing up. Her father changed career fields when Grace was eight
years old. Her mother supported the family while her father pursued a Master’s degree in Social
Work. He has had a successful career as a social worker. Grace has an older brother with an
M.S.W. and a younger sister who has two Master’s degrees and is a corporate librarian.
Helen Howard is a 29 year old college career counselor with a Bachelor of Science in
Foreign Languages and a Master’s degree in Education. She has one child who is two years old.
She initially desired a career as a Foreign Students Advisor and secured a position in higher
education as an admissions counselor with the hope of moving into her preferred position. Her
mother is a beautician who has a high school diploma. Her father is a guidance counselor and
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teacher. Her older brother is in marketing. She has four younger sisters, two of whom are in
management and the other two are in high school.
Irene Ingalls is a 35 year old reading specialist. She has a Bachelor’s degree in
Elementary Education and a Master’s degree in Education. Her initial plan was to teach until she
had children and then become a full time homemaker. She married after college and taught full
time. Prior to the arrival of her first child five years after she married, she had the opportunity to
obtain a graduate degree at a university where her spouse works. Her mother is a full-time
homemaker and a waitress part-time. Her father is a security guard. Both of her parents have a
high school diploma. She has two boys, who are two and seven. Her only sibling, a brother,
majored in Electrical Engineering. Irene is currently working part-time.
Jean Jenkins is a 33 year old career counselor with a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology
and a Master’s in Counseling Psychology. She found employment at the college level and moved
into an administrator’s position as a career counselor. Several months after the birth of her child,
she approached her employer about moving from a department head position to an assistant level
on a part time basis. She has one child who is ten months old. Her mother has two years of
college education and was a homemaker until divorced from Jean’s father. At that time she
began to waitress and worked at other “odd jobs” while Jean was growing up. Her father has a
high school diploma and is a store clerk. She has two sisters; one is a gardener and the other is a
homemaker.
Kav Kaufman is 33 years old. She is a student affairs administrator with a Bachelor’s
degree in Foreign Affairs. She secured a position in student affairs directly out of college and
progressed to a senior level position. She has been married for three years and has no children at
this time. Her mother is a high school graduate who worked part-time in a bank until her children
went to school. She progressed from bank teller to a loan officer and became a postal worker to
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increase her earnings when Kay and her siblings reached college. Her father has an Associate’s
degree and is a postal worker. She has a brother and a sister. Each of them has a Bachelor’s
degree and her brother also has a Master’s degree in education.
Linda Logan is a 34 year old registered nurse with a Bachelor’s degree in Nursing. She
secured employment as a Nurse directly out of college and worked full time until she had her
children. She has two children who are seven and nine years old. Linda currently works parttime on alternating weekends so that her husband cares for the children when she is at work. Her
mother is a homemaker and has a high school diploma. Her father has a G.E.D. and is a
technician with a telecommunications firm. She has five brothers and sisters. One brother is a
physician, another is an executive, a sister is a nurse, another brother has an Associate’s degree
and her other sister is an occupational therapist.
Michelle Murphy is a 29 year old assistant director of admissions with a Bachelor’s
degree in Elementary Education and Psychology. She worked as a teacher in a private school for
four years but the experience was very different than she expected and became too stressful. She
contacted faculty from her college and secured a position in admissions. She has no children at
this time. Her mother has a high school diploma and went to business school. She worked parttime after Michelle and her siblings returned to school and is now a secretary. Her father is selfemployed in the construction industry. She has an older brother who is also in the construction
industry.
Nichole Novak is a 29 year old office manager with a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology.
After she graduated, she worked in student affairs at the college that she had attended. She
relocated to another college when her significant other relocated. The experience there was
stressful with long hours. She left the position within a year after she married. She has no
children at this time. Her mother was an x-ray technician before the children and then was a full-
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time homemaker before she passed away when Nichole was in her early teens. Her father has a
degree in Electrical Engineering and is an executive. She has three brothers; each of them has a
Bachelor’s degree. Her sister has a degree in Education.
\

Olivia Olsen is a 28 year old manager of development for an educational institution. She
has a Bachelor’s degree in English. Upon graduation, she had no plans for a job. She ‘fell into”
a position at the college where she now works. She has been there for six years. She has no
children at this time. Her mother has a Bachelor’s degree and worked full-time as a journalist
and then in public relations while Olivia was growing up. Her father has a Bachelor’s degree in
Industrial Engineering and he is in Safety and Loss Prevention. She has one brother who has a
Bachelor’s degree.
Participants Who Chose Nontraditional Majors
Alice Adams is a 30 year old marketing specialist for a pharmaceutical firm. She has a
Bachelor’s degree in Animal Science and a Master’s in Business Administration. She has been
working for the same company since graduation even though she interviewed there just to help
out a friend. She is expecting her first child within the week. Her mother was a homemaker until
her children grew up and then got a Bachelor’s and a Master’s in Education. Her father has a
Bachelor’s degree and is a Certified Public Accountant. She has a sister who is a homemaker
and two brothers who both have a Bachelor’s degree. One brother is in the computer industry
and the other is a lobbyist.
Beth Brighton is a 34 year old systems analyst with a Bachelor’s degree in Math. She
has been working for her employer since graduation from college. She is expecting her first child
in the near future. Her mother worked inside the home until Beth was eight years old when
Beth’s parents divorced and her mother then went back to school. Beth’s mother attained her
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L.P.N. and supported Beth and her sisters. Eventually she became an R.N. but passed away
within a year after receiving it. Her father had a career in the Air Force.
Carol Campbell is a 31 year old corporate attorney with a Bachelor’s degree in Civil and
Mechanical Engineering, a double major. She returned to law school immediately after college
and attained a degree in Law. She initially worked in a private law firm but moved to her current
employer when a colleague informed her of the opportunity. She is expecting her first child any
day. Her mother was a homemaker until Carol was twelve and then worked outside of the home
as a secretary . She now works in Information Systems. Carol’s father is a civil engineer who
attended school at night to received his M.B.A. Carol’s sister is an engineer who has a
Bachelor’s degree and an M.B.A.
Diane Donato is a 29 year old electrical engineer with a Bachelor’s in Electrical
Engineering. She has two children ages 4 years and 4 months old. She works full time outside of
the home but has been considering reducing her hours since she had her second child. Her mother
is a homemaker and her father is an electrical engineer. She is the oldest of five girls. One sister
is a registered dietitian, the next sister is a nurse, another is majoring in healthcare management,
and the fourth sister is planning to major in science when she reaches college.
Elaine Evans is a 30 year old medical writer and works for a pharmaceutical firm. She
has a Bachelor’s degree in Biology and began working in her field as a lab technician
immediately after college. Through a series of moves, she progressed in her field until reaching
her current position. She believes that all has gone according to her plan. She recently completed
a Master’s degree in Pharmaceutics, Quality Assurance and Regulatory Affairs. She is now
planning to have children. Her parents divorced when she was two years old; she has no siblings.
Her mother is a secretary and worked full time outside of the home while Elaine was growing up.
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Her father is president of a construction company. Both of her parents graduated from high
school. Her father has the equivalent of two years of college.
Pat Peterson is a 30 year old architect with a Bachelor’s degree in Environmental Design
and a Master’s degree in Historic Preservation. She has worked in her field since graduation.
She has no children but is planning for them. She was married less than six months at the time of
the interview. Her mother is a homemaker with a Bachelor’s in Business. She was teaching prior
to having children and stopped working outside of the home while her children were growing up.
Her father is the manager of a public utility. Her brother has a Bachelor’s in Business and an
M.B.A. Her sister has a Bachelor’s and is working on an M.B.A.
Rachel Rilev is a 30 year old high school biology teacher. She has a Bachelor’s degree
in Electrical Engineering and a Master’s degree in Biomedical Engineering. After working in her
field and achieving a graduate degree, she made a career change to teaching. She is planning to
have children. Her mother is a high school graduate and worked inside of the home until getting
divorced when Rachel was in her early teen years. She then worked as a secretary and was
promoted to a higher paying administrative position. Her father has taken some college courses
and works in quality control. Rachel has no siblings.
Sandra Segal is a 30 year old process engineer with a Bachelor’s degree in Chemical
Engineering. She has been working in her field since graduation. She is not planning to have
children. Her mother has a high school diploma. She was a full time homemaker while Sandra
and her siblings were growing up and is now an office manager for a small business. Her father
has a B.S. in Chemistry and is an analytical chemist. Sandra is the oldest of six children. Her
brother is a high school Math teacher and is pursuing a Ph.D. in Math. A sister is in marketing,
the three youngest sisters are in college.
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Tracey Turner is a 36 year old lab director with a Bachelor’s degree in Biology and
Psychology. She has been working in her field since graduation. She started in her current
position when funding for her previous job was cut and she moved to the area with her boyfriend.
She has two children who are six and seven. She had been working full time but her hours have
been reduced lately because of her employer, not by her own choice. Her mother was a
homemaker until the children went back to school. She had been a nurse and went back into
nursing when her children went into college. Her father has a degree in engineering and is in
sales. She has an older sister who also majored in biology, a brother who is a mechanical
engineer and another sister who did not complete college and who is working in the music
industry at a professional level and has no plans for children.
Ursula Unger is a 37 year old business development specialist for the stock exchange.
She possesses a Bachelor’s in Business Administration. Her goal was to become a Dentist and
her choice of college was based upon the quality of its Pre-Dental program. When she
encountered college level science courses for which she felt ill-prepared, she got discouraged and
changed her major to business. Ursula graduated with a degree in marketing and moved with a
friend to a major city on the east coast where she found a job in the commodities and securities
industry. She has been working in that industry since then. She has one child who is two years
old. Her mother is a high school graduate who had eight children and worked full time as a
seamstress outside of the home while raising her children. Her father received his high school
diploma and was a maintenance worker. Ursula’s eight siblings completed high school; two
sisters graduated from college and one received a Master’s in Education.
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Section Two: Participants’ Career/Work Identity Development
These questions explored the environment in which the narrator’s career identity evolved.
The subjects described their parents’ education and work history that was provided as part of the
participant profiles. They were asked about the messages that they received as children and as
teenagers about women and careers.
Plans For The Future When They “Grew Up”
Traditional
When they were children, six of the ten traditional women thought that they would
pursue occupations that are traditional for women. One planned to pursue politics and one was
thinking politics or veterinarian - fields that would be considered more nontraditional for women.
Two were considering both traditional and nontraditional occupations: “Teacher or
veterinarian” and “something in math or teacher.” One was not planning to pursue a career
outside of the home.
Getting married and being a mom. Probably from 5 on up. Probably even 15, 16, even
in high school, I really wanted to be married and have a family. (Irene)
I was very typical. The nurse, the teacher. I can remember in art class, drawing what
you wanted to be; it was either one of those. It was always either a nurse or a teacher. I
don’t think I looked beyond that. I had no idea because my mother was home. (Nichole)

Nontraditional
All ten of the nontraditional women had identified nontraditional occupations when they
were young. Four were considering veterinarian careers; three were considering careers in math
and science; one thought about psychiatry or law; one considered business; and one had identified
electrical engineering.
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Summary
As children looking ahead to their future careers, the traditional group was projecting
traditional paths for themselves. The nontraditional group was considering paths that were
nontraditional for women such as engineering, law, and science. Most mentioned professionals
who they considered to be role models and who influenced their thinking at that time in their lives.
The majority of these role models were teachers who reinforced skills that the subjects exhibited
early on or who incited interests in particular subject matter because of their enthusiasm in
teaching it. Family members were also instrumental in shaping the participants’ career
aspirations. For example, one of the traditional women spoke of being influenced by her “maiden
aunt” who had pursued a career in nursing and led an independent lifestyle.
Messages Received About Women And Careers
Traditional
Four of the subjects believed that they had received messages that there were essentially
no limits for women. Two believed that the messages that they heard were clearly that women
should stay home after they have children. One learned that women pursue “nurturing careers.”
Two could not recall any messages about career, although one of these women was encouraged to
attend college for the education. Although only one subject suggested that she received mixed
messages from home and her environment, it appears that several of these traditional women were
really experiencing mixed messages. Three of the participants expressed it this way:
I don’t really remember strong verbal messages about women and careers but I guess
there were some subtle messages that most women didn’t work because a lot of my
parents’ friends didn’t work. A lot of my friends’ mothers didn’t work so I didn’t think
that women had a lot of careers, but my mom is a beautician and had her own business.
Although, even when my mom had her own business, it wasn’t prestigious to be the
business owner. The message was “she cuts hair in the house.” It was really
downplayed. I think pretty much you didn’t work. You stay home to have a family and
be at home and if you did work it was more of a job that wouldn’t be keeping you from
your family. (Helen)
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I think at that time I thought that I was definitely not the norm. I didn’t have a mom who
was home every day after school. A lot of my friends did. I was very much still feeling
that moms were at-home moms. But at the same time, I was seeing that my mom was
out there working and contributing and feeling really good about herself. But at the same
time, she was really feeling guilty because she could not be at home. I was not the norm
in the ‘70’s growing up in a divorced household. It was a very different sort of thing.
She would have rather been at home. She loved her work, but she worked too hard.
(Olivia)
My parents grew up in the 50’s and were high school sweethearts,. They got married
right after school, when the woman stayed home to take care of the kids. My brother is
younger than me but even at a very early age, he knew that he was going to college. I
went to college because I had good grades; I was 15th in my class and all of my friends
were going. I never really got the message that it was important for me to go to college.
(Irene)
Nontraditional
Seven of the nontraditional women received the messages that women could do whatever
they wanted. One of the women had a strong message to attend college but nothing beyond that.
Two received mixed messages as a result of experiencing their parents’ divorces. Prior to
divorce, both mothers were homemakers; after the divorce, both mothers struggled to support
their families as single heads of households with no education beyond high school. The following
illustrate the thinking of three of the subjects:
My parents were pretty much telling me “y°u should pick something you like.” That was
really their major consideration. They were never really into pick something that makes
money, never really into pick something that is popular. It was always pick something
that you like and do that. Pretty much I was told, anything you work at you can do.
(Sandra)
After my parents got divorced, I received a lot of good messages. My mother said, “You
do whatever you want to do. You are smart, you can do it, and I hope you go to
college.” Basically, that’s what she said. Before my parents got divorced, my message
was women should be barefoot and pregnant and never work. My father was the
ultimate in male chauvinist pigs. (Beth)
From my parents, I mean from Dad, in particular, the message was “you can do anything
you want to do, you’re smart enough to do whatever.” There weren’t any specific
messages about traditional career roles. It wasn’t “you can be a nurse, or a teacher, or a
secretary. Pick one.” (Elaine)
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Summary
The majority of the respondents believed that the messages that they received suggested
that they could do anything they wanted to do. As they considered it further, however, many
admitted to receiving subtle messages about the roles that women play and the issues of women
and careers. Twelve of the twenty participants reported that their mothers worked inside of the
home while the respondents and their siblings were growing up. Four of the mothers who worked
outside of the home were divorced, single heads of households. In all cases, their mothers had
worked prior to childbearing. Six of the respondents reported that their mothers had continued as
homemakers after their children attended college. Those mothers who did return to the workforce
did so only after the participants and her siblings had reached high school or college. As a result,
many lacked role models who worked full time outside of the home while raising their children. It
is interesting to note that more of the nontraditional women had mothers who were homemakers
yet seven of these women believed that they received messages that women can do anything.
Plans For The Future While In High School
Traditional
When asked what they saw themselves doing after high school, three of the traditional
respondents expressed plans that were similar to those they had identified while a child. Two
changed their aspirations from traditional to nontraditional fields. One changed her plans from a
nontraditional career to marriage and family. Four were vague about their plans, mentioning that
they did not give much thought to jobs while in high school.
Nontraditional
Six of the nontraditional respondents stayed the same. One changed her career choice
from math and science to engineering. One switched from animal medicine to human medicine
and two changed to other nontraditional fields.
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Summary
The nontraditional women appeared to have been more directed in their thinking than the
traditional women, even from a young age. They seemed to have identified interests and
aptitudes for math and science and had a more concrete concept of how to apply those aptitudes.
Future Thinking About Marriage And Family
Traditional
As they were thinking ahead in their lives, seven had a clear expectation that they would
marry and have children. The following statements illustrate their thinking on the subject:
My plan was to have a Bachelor’s by the time I was 22, a master’s by 25, married by 27,
2 kids by 30. Now, 30 seems young. (Frances)
I wanted to get married. Even if I wasn’t going to get married, I knew I was going to be
a parent. If I hadn’t gotten married, I was going to go to the sperm bank and have 2 kids
anyway, by the time I was 35. (Grace)
I was thinking that I would go to college and get married. I don’t think I seriously said I
have to finish school before I get married but that would have been my guess about what
I would be doing. I certainly planned on getting married. I thought that I would like to
have children at some point. I wasn’t somebody who wanted to have children
immediately. (Jean)
Two of the traditional women had decided against marriage and children and one
believed that she had given little consideration to getting married and having children.
My maiden aunt always had a job and we saw a lot of her. At that point, I was not even
thinking about having a family. I was going to go on and get some kind of job. I always
figured I would work. I never figured I would stay home and have a family. It just never
was high on my priority list. (Linda)
Nontraditional
Four of these women had a clear plan for marriage and children, often mentioning a
timeline for when these events would take place.
When I was really young I thought I would be 22 and get married. I don’t think you
really understood when you go to college how old you are. I always remember thinking,
I’m going to get married when I’m 22. Even through high school I thought, oh, well. I’m
going to go to college and then get married just after college. It never really occurred to
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me that I’d end up having many years before I got married. I always thought there’s an
order to life. You go to high school, you go to college, and then you get married and you
work a couple years, and then you have babies. (Pat)

Four of the respondents had a vague notion that someday they would marry and have
■u

children. They saw these events happening in the distant future.
I assumed I’d get married but I don’t know when I thought I would get married. I always
figured I would not get married until I was older. I was almost 29 when we got married.
I didn’t really think about getting married right out of college like some of my friends did.
I didn’t really think about it that much. When I was in college I knew I would go to
graduate school. I never had any intentions of being married while I was in school. I’m
pretty single minded. You have to finish one thing before you can do another. I never
really thought about having children that much. It was just assumed that I would have
them eventually. I thought I would be married longer before I had kids. I always
assumed I would have them and I assumed I would have more than one. I would finish
school and get a job and I would get married and have kids. It would be in that order. I
wouldn’t have kids before I got married and I wouldn’t get married while I was in school.
It was important that everything goes along that plan. (Carol)
I would probably be married someday. I didn’t have any kind of time line, such as, “I
want to be married by the time I graduate college.” It really wasn’t a strong influence in
my thinking at the time. “Yes, I’d like to get married someday, yes. I’ll probably have
children, and yes, I definitely want to work outside of the home.” I figured they would
come along at some point. But it was not like I was driven for one or needed one anytime
soon. I’d kind of work them in. (Elaine)
When projecting ahead from high school, one of the subjects was definite that she did not
want to get married and have children:
In high school, I was very bitter about my parent’s divorce and there was quite a long
time that I didn’t want to get married and didn’t want to bring any children into the
world. I felt strongly about it. I went through a lot of struggle with that. I still struggle
with it a little bit. I thought that if I ever did get married, I would never get divorced. I
would have to be that sure, because I would never want to go through all that. I saw how
my mother struggled and how painful it was for her. (Rachel)
One of the participants reported that she was not averse to the idea of getting married and
having children but that she had other goals to accomplish as well.
I thought marriage could happen if I ever met somebody as long as my goals fit into it.
(Beth)
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Summary
The potential for marriage and family appears to have been much more salient for the
traditional women when they were looking forward in their lives. By the time they had reached
the age of 17 or 18, a number of the respondents appeared to have very specific ideas about the
timing of events in their lives and how they would prioritize them. The nontraditional
participants also were thinking about marriage and family. They clearly expected these events to
occur in their future but fewer of them were clear about the timing of these events as they
projected ahead during high school.
Summary of Section Two
The majority of these women received messages that women can do anything in their
lives and that their career options were not limited. More of the traditional group reported that
they had received mixed messages about career options for women. That is, they had few
nontraditional female role models yet were told that they could do anything. Some heard
messages that women should choose more traditional paths. The nontraditional group identified
nontraditional occupations as children and those choices remained constant through high school.
More of the traditional group reported a change in their thinking about their future careers by the
time that they reached high school.
While they were looking ahead, participants in both groups were envisioning marriage
and family in their future. A greater number of the traditional women had clarified their plans for
these events and some had projected a timeline for them. Some of the nontraditional women had
also identified a timeline for marriage and family to occur but an equal number had only a vague
notion that these events would happen some day.
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Section Three: Experience of Women’s Career Decision-Making
The objective of these questions was to learn the narrator’s thinking about her career
options and the issues and concerns involved in her career decision-making process.
The Experience Of Choosing A College Major
Traditional
Nine of the traditional participants expressed the opinion that they had chosen their
college major based on their interests and abilities
I knew that it was something that I could do. I love to write. I was a book-worm as a
child. I still am. I don’t think there’s anything I’d rather do than curl up and read. My
mom was the same, her father was the same and it was easy. (Olivia)
One subject, who had received the message that women should pursue more traditional
paths, based her decision on the idea that it was a good career for women.
I sat in a big auditorium and we had to pick a major. We had to fill out a questionnaire.
My parents were with me and I had to pick something and I knew I loved children and I
knew teaching was a good career choice for women because it allows you to have the
time off that your children have. It allows you to have your summers off and things like
that. It sounds good. I’m going to pick teaching. If I don’t care for it once I get in. I’ll
change. Fortunately for me, I liked it. Career for a women was either nursing or
teaching. I really didn’t know anything about many business-type things. I just couldn’t
get in that kind of a field. I don’t like hospitals. I knew nursing was out, so I thought
“teaching, that’s a good one. I’ll try that.” (Irene)
Nontraditional
Nine of the nontraditional women believed that they had based their decisions on their
interests and abilities.
What I liked best at school was I always really liked math and science. That’s the
backbone of the whole curriculum, and I liked learning how stuff worked. That was
something I always wanted to know. I liked solving problems, too. That was just very
natural to me. (Sandra)
One of the nontraditional women was advised by a friend - an electrical engineer - to pick
a difficult major that would be easy to change if things did not work out.
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A lot of my friends were electrical engineers (EE) and advised me that I should start in
something more difficult because it would always be easier to go from something more
difficult to something less difficult than the other way around if I changed my mind. I
thought, “that sounds like practical advice.” The most difficult thing I thought you could
major in was Electrical Engineering, so that’s what I did. (Rachel)
Summary
When asked how they decided on their college major, nine of the ten traditional and nine
of the ten nontraditional women reported that their decisions were based primarily on their
interests and abilities. There was no difference between the two groups in this area.
Participants’ Thinking About Careers Or Jobs
Traditional
Participants were asked whether they were thinking in terms of a career or in terms of a
job when they were choosing a major. Six reported that they were thinking in terms of a career
and four were thinking in terms of a job. Although some now view that idea as changing in
response to the way their lives were playing out.
Probably in the beginning, a job, but then as I got involved with what I was doing. I
knew it would be a career and I can’t ever see myself giving that up. A job, to me is
something that you go to, spend your time, you do your time and you come home and
collect your paycheck. A career is something that you put your heart and soul into and
you really enjoy doing and even now, I say, I’m going to school and I’ll probably go to
school for the rest of my life because it’s something that I really enjoy doing and I like to
see the learning grow. (Irene)
Nontraditional
When asked if they were thinking in terms of a “career” or a “job” when they were
making their career decision, five of the nontraditional women indicated that they were thinking in
terms of a career and five were thinking in terms of a job.
I think, initially, just a job. Just getting a good stable job was probably the most
important thing. Not even considering too much of whether I would really enjoy it,
whether it was really suited for me. (Rachel)
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Summary
The two groups were similar in their thinking about career versus job while they were in
college and looking ahead to graduation and life after college. It appears that they distinguish job
from career in that a job is a specific position and a career is a commitment to a field and a
progressive movement within that field. Their thinking about “a job” might have been a
pragmatic response to the pressures associated with deciding upon a college major and finding
employment immediately after graduation.
Factors That Motivated and People Who Influenced Career Choices
Traditional
Six of the respondents indicated that skills and interests motivated their career choices
while three indicated that their desire to help others or benefit society were motivating factors.
Seven respondents cited female role models as influencing their decisions while five cited
significant others.
If he had not been there, I’d probably have looked for another opportunity to go abroad.
I definitely would have looked for an opportunity to go abroad. I think my relationship
had an effect in that by not looking for ways to go abroad in an internship or fellowship
or something like that. I think it definitely impacted my career choice because I would
have had other opportunities if I had pursued that. (Helen)
The person I was with had a strong influence in the sense that I was dating someone who
went to Annapolis. This was somebody I dated in high school and through college. I
thought, well, he’s going to be a naval officer, he’s going to move around a lot. I can
teach and with a teaching degree, I can teach wherever. There are always schools
wherever there are naval bases. When we separated when I was in grad school, I don’t
think there was anyone influencing me to go do something. (Grace)
Nontraditional
Eight of the respondents indicated that skills and interests motivated their career choices.
Four indicated that financial considerations, either for college tuition or for future income, were a
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motivating factor. Six cited family members, such as a very supportive father, as influencing
their career decisions and all ten responded that there was no influence from a significant other.
In high school I liked the life sciences. I didn’t really like chemistry all that much and
physics was okay but I really preferred biology and anatomy. I had a teacher in this
anatomy class that I had in high school and she was really good. There were other
aspects in this class that we touched on, not just straight anatomy but with a little
pathology and that kind of thing. There was just enough to give you some exposure to
various aspects of the life sciences. (Elaine)
Definitely my mother (was an influence because) she encouraged me to stay in that
major. The fact that I had met John at that point. We were sort of dating. We were
really close but since we were in college and everything, it wasn’t real practical to be too
into a relationship because I worked very hard. I studied all the time. (Rachel)

Summary
The nontraditional group seemed to make their decisions based more often on self than on
others. The traditional group took others, especially significant others, into consideration more
frequently than the nontraditional group. As a result, their decisions were not their own but more
of a compromise or accommodation to fit the nature of the relationship and allow for potential
events, such as relocation, that might occur with their significant others. None of the
nontraditional participants indicated that their decisions were influenced by significant others
although several did have significant others at the time that they were choosing their college
majors.
Emotions Involved In Career Decisions
Traditional
Two of the respondents felt disappointment. They indicated that education was easy and
typical for women and that they should have picked a “harder” major. Two were confident that
they would find jobs in the field that they had chosen. Two felt that their choices (teaching) were
easy because it would fit in with marriage and family. One felt “clueless” at first but
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subsequently found the choice to be easy once she pursued her interests. Two felt the choice was
easy because they liked the subject matter.
Cluelessness. Pressure, because everyone else seemed to know what they were doing in
life and when I was trying to grasp for something my senior year (of high school), I had a
lot of anxiety. Once I finally realized teaching, it was like a sigh of relief and I thought,
gee, I can really do that. (Michelle)
I was like,”I really don’t know what I’m doing.” I was really on the verge, my senior
year. I was really lost and kind of dejected. I’d always been a real student leader and a
leader amongst my friends; and so, it was hard for me not to have very concrete plans
and think in my head what I was going to do. I ended up graduating not having a job and
not knowing what I was going to do for the summer. I was talking to people in Student
Affairs, and they were really encouraging me to think about Student Affairs. (Kay)
Nontraditional
Three of the respondents felt the choice was easy. Two were angry with their parents for
pushing them in a particular direction and were frustrated over their sense that they lacked
control. Two did not agonize or experience much emotion over the decision. One felt confused
and overwhelmed. One felt she was “giving up on herself’ because she changed her major after
performing poorly in her major subjects. One participant felt that she made a practical decision.
Very frustrating. When I had the time to think about it, which wasn’t much, because
most of the time I was working very hard. Even working very hard was very frustrating,
because it’s hard to keep going in to something that you’re really not crazy about. It’s
easier to work hard if you really like what you’re doing. I was just a very frustrated
person for most of my undergraduate years. (Rachel)
Summary
The participants in both groups reported a variety of feelings about the process of
decision-making. For some it was a very simple process with little emotion or angst associated
with it. For others, the process was difficult and stimulated stressful periods for the decision¬
maker. There is no clear pattern of emotions reported by either group.
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Thinking About Marriage And Family While In College
Traditional
Nine of the respondents were anticipating marriage and family in their future, although
the timing of those events was uncertain. Of the nine, two were uncertain about having children.
One participant had no desire at that point to get married or have children. The following quotes
demonstrate the thinking among this group.
John and I dated since senior year in high school and had stayed together through college.
I knew when we graduated that we were going to, hopefully, get married. I figured that
we’d start our family and I’d stay home with the children and when the children were
ready for school, that’s when I would go back. (Irene)
I definitely wanted to be married. If John wasn’t in my life. I’m not sure how I would
have felt. But, him being in my life, I wanted to be married. I wasn’t anxious for
children and I guess, true to form, I was like, “Well, I’ll stay (in the area). Maybe we’ll
get married and then we’ll figure out the next piece after that.” (Nichole)
Nontraditional
Six of the respondents wanted to get married in the future, have a family, and continue
working. One wanted to get married but was undecided about having children. Three did not
recall thinking about marriage and family.
In undergraduate, I probably didn’t think about it a whole lot. In graduate school, I
definitely started thinking about it more, because we got engaged halfway through
graduate school and even before that. I was thinking about marriage and wanting to
marry John and thinking, if we get married and then we have kids, what am I doing?
What is this all for? I was really questioning all of that? Why am I bothering to get an
advanced degree? Is it worth it, is it not? I was struggling with a lot of that. A lot of my
friends were struggling with that too. (Rachel)
I was thinking about graduate school and that blew the 22- year-old marriage thing,
because I was 21 when I graduated from college. If I was going to graduate school that
was 2 more years. The older I got, the more I thought 22 is so young. Why would I
want to get married at 22? It seemed so right when I was young, but not then. The older
I got the more I said, “in a couple of years.” (Pat)
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Summary
Nine of the traditional women expressed the desire to get married and have children while
six of the nontraditional women did. The prospect of marriage and family was very much in the
future picture for these women. They saw it happening at some point although the timing and
degree of salience of those future roles differed among them. A few were considering the path of
marriage but no children.
Role Of Thinking About Marriage And Family In Career Decision
Traditional
Five indicated that marriage and family had no role in their career decision. One of these
women expressed it this way:
I knew I had to do something, because I wasn’t going to have a man supporting me. And
I always said that no one is going to support me and tell me what to do. I wasn’t real
verbal about that, but I knew from my mom’s experience that I was not going to be stuck
in a house raising kids. Marriage was not my plan. I knew I didn’t want to sit home and
have a family. To get married, that’s what that meant. (Linda)
Five of the traditional women were very aware of the need to balance work, and
marriage, and family and believed that their career decision would fit into marriage and family.
I thought English would be ideal because I could teach and I could bring the baby to the
office or something while I was in the classroom, or a TA could watch them. I thought
there would be a lot more flexibility. I thought there was more flexibility in the major
that I had and the career path that I was leaning toward than to business school,
engineering, or even law, where women really had to compete a lot more heavily. I guess
I thought of English as sort of a soft major. You don’t get very many men in the field, so
you don’t have to compete as hard. (Olivia)
I knew it would fit in very well as a wife and mother. Being a good wife was also very
important and somehow, other careers are higher pressure for women, where you have to
pick up your children at day care at 6 o’clock and not getting home until 8 o’clock at
night. These hours just don’t let you do everything. At least I knew I couldn’t do
everything. I don’t think I’d even want to try to do everything. I knew that, basically, a
teacher was something where I could be at home, make dinner, get myself together and be
with my family. (Irene)
What’s nice about teaching was I could find a job probably almost anywhere. (Michelle)
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One participant who had parted from her significant other, found herself following a
different plan than she had initially envisioned. Where she had at one time planned around her
relationship, she found herself free to pursue other options.
John and I had broken up. So I went and looked for another job in higher ed; because I
had been doing that and felt comfortable in it, and was willing to move at that point. I
guess I became focused on a career and put aside the marriage stuff. (Nichole)
Nontraditional
None of the nontraditional women believed that the prospect of marriage and family had
played a role in their career decisions
I don’t think I really connected it all up. I know I wasn’t thinking about things like,
“Gee, it’s hard to work forty hours a week and have 12 children.” I know that thought
never entered my head. I really didn’t see the conflict of that. It all seemed do-able then.
(Sandra)
In undergraduate I don’t think marriage and family have too much of an influence. As I
approached my senior year I started thinking more about it, but I don’t think it really
influenced me at that point very much at all. (Rachel)
Summary
Half of the traditional group and all of the nontraditional group believed that the issues of
potential marriage and family had no impact on their decision to pursue their career paths. Some
of the participants reported that they had very specific agendas that influenced their decisions,
however, these agendas were not necessarily related to marriage and family.
I wanted to be able to compete in my hobby, so I didn’t want to have something that was
going to monopolize my time. And I needed enough money to support this. That was my
big concern. There wasn’t any thinking about marriage and family in terms of my career
decision. My biggest thing in terms of making a career decision was, as far as something
like medical school, or vet school that sort of thing, time, and labor intensive endeavor, or
even a job that might require travel. I didn’t want to do any other things because I
wanted to participate in my hobby. It was more the hobby than concern over marriage or
family. I have been competing since I was 10. (Elaine)
I have always, since I was very young, wanted children and wanted marriage. It had to
fit into my career goals. My major guiding force during the entire time I was growing up
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was I was not going to be left in my mother’s shoes. When they first got divorced, my
mother struggled financially for about five years. She had to take him to court to get any
money for us. (Beth)

Summary of Section Three
The participants felt that they had been influenced by a variety of people during their teen
years and during college. Family members, particularly parents, and role models seemed to have
influenced the decisions of both groups with no real differences between the two groups. When
discussing factors that had an impact on their decisions, nearly three quarters of the participants
responded that their choices of college majors were based on their interests and skills.
A wide range of emotions associated with the decisions were reported by the participants.
The emotions that they expressed included disappointment that they did not pursue a more
difficult major, contentment with their decisions, confusion experienced while in the midst of the
process and cluelessness. Those who felt that their decisions were forced upon them reported
resentment at their lack of control over the decision.
The biggest difference between the two groups emerged when asked about the impact of
their thinking about marriage and family as factors involved in their decisions. Nearly all of the
subjects saw marriage and family in their future. Five of the traditional women indicated that
they were very aware of the need to balance work, marriage, and family in their lives. As they
were making their career decisions during college, they seemed to be thinking in terms of
choosing careers that would accommodate the additional roles of wife and mother. In fact, for
these women, the priorities appeared to be marriage and family. The nontraditional women also
talked about assuming additional roles related to marriage and family, but more frequently spoke
of fitting those responsibilities into their role of worker. Although marriage and family were
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important to them, it appears that the priorities of these women at the time that they were
choosing their major courses of study were clearly their careers.

Section Four: The Meaning Of The Experience Of Career Decision-Making
The objective of these questions was to explore the meaning about the career decision¬
making experience that the narrator has constructed about the experience.
How Their Plans Unfolded
Traditional
Only one participant reported that her career has unfolded as she expected. One
indicated that she had followed the path of marriage and family that she had anticipated.
However, while she had previously desired the homemaker role with little commitment to work
outside of the home, her path has led her to graduate school and to a career in education. Three
left the field that they had pursued; they each reported having a negative experience in their jobs.
The subject who had no plans for marriage and family got married and felt “maternal instincts.”
She now has two children and works part time. Three subjects felt that they had “fallen into”
graduate school or a job after college.
I had no idea what I was going to do when I graduated. None, no plans, no interview,
nothing; and I just did volunteer work, took a calculus class that I needed to graduate.
Math was not attractive. I ran into a woman who worked here and asked me if I could
write. When I responded that I could, she invited me to be her intern. And that was 6
1/2 years ago. I’ve never had a job interview in my life. I met her that night, never knew
her before. It all worked out pretty well. (Olivia)
Nontraditional
Each of the nontraditional women found employment related to their major after college.
One woman who majored in Biology and obtained a job in a lab believes that “things just fell
into place.” Others talked about the timing of marriage in their lives.
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I definitely got married before I was 25. I met John on my second co-op job. I married
him. I was 20, but I wasn’t 25. I wasn’t supposed to meet him then. My first co-op job
was in a research function. I decided I did not want to do that. I always got really good
grades, so professors were telling me, you should go to grad school. You should get a
Ph.D. That had no appeal to me at all. (Sandra)
Summary
The respondents explained how their lives have played out since graduation from college.
The majority of them believed that their lives have not unfolded as they anticipated, usually
because they got married earlier or later than expected or had negative experiences in their work
experiences.
Gains. Losses, and Emotions About Career Decision
Traditional
Six indicated that they have positive feelings about their career decision and that they
have gained from their decision in terms of the opportunities that opened up for them. Four were
ambivalent regarding the outcomes of their career decisions and the emotions associated with
their decisions. Some discussed paths not taken and the feelings that they had chosen an easier
route than others had chosen because they had pursued traditional paths.
I feel like I’ve gained a lot. I learned a lot about people. I think it made me more open
minded. It’s also worked real well with having a family. If I had been an accountant, the
hours wouldn’t have been flexible. That has a lot to do with my choosing to have a
family. I had a job when I got out of school. I made a decent living. I more than paid
for my college education. I learned a lot. Overall, I think it was a good decision. Had I
gone into accounting, maybe I wouldn’t have chosen to have kids. Because at that point,
it would have been a career, which I couldn’t flit in and out of like nursing. If you leave
accounting, you tend to have to go back in at an entry level position which is not
something I wanted to do. It’s not flexible unless you put your kids in day care and work
9:00 - 5:00 or 9:00 to 7:00 or whatever it takes to get the job done. When I decided to
have children, I was going to be here for my children. I didn’t want somebody else
raising them. I’m looking for a career now because my kids are older. (Linda)
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Nontraditional
Six indicated that they have positive feelings about their career decisions and that they
have gained from the directions that their lives have taken. Two were ambivalent regarding the
a

outcomes of their career decisions and the emotions associated with their decisions and two
expressed negative feelings regarding the outcomes and emotions associated with their career
decisions.
Something that I certainly gained was I knew I could do it. I did it and that was a good
sense of accomplishment even if it felt kind of hollow. I knew that if I really put my
mind to something, there weren’t too many things that I couldn’t do. I just needed
direction. I think what I lost in that -- well, I don’t really feel like I lost it anymore, but
at the time, just joy. I gave up joy and happiness. (Rachel)
I was kind of angry at my mother, but I liked the idea that, “hey, I’m a girl in one of the
hardest programs at school.” I can say I’m an engineer. Even now I like saying to
people I’m an engineer and they say really, you? I accomplished it and it’s unusual for
women. (Diane)
Summary
Twelve of these women believed that they had gained from the experience and expressed
essentially positive emotions about their decisions and the way in which their lives have unfolded.
More of the nontraditional women mentioned that they had gained higher income than they
believed they would have received in other more traditional fields. This added to their
satisfaction with their decisions.
Thoughts on Changing the Experience of Choosing a Career
Traditional
When asked what they would change about the experience of choosing a career if they
could change it, four subjects said that having more field experience and being more
knowledgeable about their choice would have been helpful; three responded that they would not
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change anything. Three would have desired more support from family and teachers regarding
their ability to pursue their choices of careers.
I would have liked to have had more knowledge as to what was really out there. I would
have liked to have been able to try different types of jobs, or at least been able to talk to a
lot of different people about what they actually do at their job. It’s real important before
you make this decision that I’m going to major in whatever. I didn’t have a lot of
exposure. That would have made it a lot easier. Otherwise, I had parents who told me,
do what you want to do. I’m glad they didn’t tell me what they wanted me to be. That
wouldn’t have been what I wanted to do. That would have been what they wanted me to
do. It could have led to a lot of resentment. I made my own decision. (Linda)
I don’t know if I would change this for myself but I personally think college should be
more structured. A bachelor’s degree should take 5 years and have 2 semesters worth of
internship required. It should be across the board. I got out of college and had done
nothing. I didn’t have any internships. I didn’t have anyone pushing me to have an
internship even though I supposedly had a professor who was working with me. (Grace)
I think there is always that uncertainty, which is a horrible feeling to have regarding
making the right choices. Did I make the right choice? Am I doing the right thing?
There are moments when you are in grad school, and it’s so hard and you think, why did
I choose to do this? I was battling with that, like what kind of lifestyle do I want to live
and is it really that important to me to make “x” amount of dollars; and obviously I
decided that it wasn’t. (Kay)
Nontraditional
Eight subjects would have liked to have been more informed and to have had more field
experience. The following statement illustrates most of the comments:
It would have been helpful probably to talk to somebody to help me sort through what I
actually liked. I knew that I liked my second co-op job infinitely better than my first one
but I don’t think at the time I really knew why. I think that would have been helpful.
(Sandra)
The architect would have selected more courses in history if given to opportunity. The
electrical engineer who is now a teacher would have followed a different path.
Summary
Most of the twenty participants expressed the need for more career information at an
earlier age in order to make more informed career choices. Three of the traditional group
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believed that they were not supported by family regarding their abilities and felt that this lack of
encouragement was a factor in their decisions. It is interesting to note that one of the career
counselors is concerned that she is “still not sure I found a career yet.”
a

Current Thinkin2 About Marriage and Family
Traditional
Three of the participants has shifted their priorities from career to family as they move
into the role of mother. Two have shifted focus from family to career as their children become
more independent. Two subjects’ views are unchanged, and three are undecided about priorities.
I am married now for one thing. The child thing is still a big question. (Olivia)
I think that because I want to work I will have a smaller family than I would have if I
would not enjoy working. To afford a child is one thing but then to want to come back to
work badly enough to put out almost $500.00 a month in child care takes commitment.
My interest in working has a big impact on what I think my family will be and also my
family has an impact on my work. I am limited in the jobs that I can consider because I
don’t want to jeopardize my child care arrangements. (Helen)
At this point in my life, I want my own life back. I have separated somewhat from the
family. Not in a negative way, but in a positive way. I’m doing things for myself again,
so it makes me happy; therefore, everyone else is happy. This is something my mother
would have never done. (Linda)
My friends and I growing up were very much like, oh, I’m going to have a career. I’m
not going to have some guy tell me what to do. When I have kids I’m going to keep
working. That’s just the way it is. We were very headstrong. I think I’ll put less weight
on my career while my children are growing up, investing time and energy into the family
environment. I know that my ideal situation will be with them at least for the first 3 or 4
years. It’s from seeing people trying to juggle. I don’t think you can do a half-assed job
of being a parent. (Frances)
The family is the only piece that I haven’t formulated. I still have some of the residual
“you don’t work if you have children.” That’s still there a little bit. And, as such, I
don’t have children because I’m working. I’m also not sure that children are a “mustdo.” (Nichole)
I take my job very seriously and have a lot of evening and weekend commitments. I
needed to find someone who was very understanding and would realize that this was
what I chose to do. It wasn’t going to be 9 to 5. It really is a lifestyle thing more than
anything else. (Kay)
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Nontraditional
The focus of five participants shifted from career to family, one from family to career.
Four subjects had no change in thinking.
a

My thinking about marriage hasn’t changed but my thinking about having kids has. The
more I think about the practical stuff that goes along with having kids, it scares me. Two
months ago I said to John, I don’t think we should do this. I got really overwhelmed
trying to think of all that needed to be done, like trying to find day care and a pediatrician
and getting all the stuff for the baby’s room. There was so much going on. I was just
like, “Oh my God.” I don’t think you ever know how hard it’s going to be to have a kid
and I still don’t think I know. It was so stressful even a couple of months ago trying to
get everything done. I think I always thought it would be a lot easier. When you picture
it you just think, you’ll have the kid. I don’t know what I thought I would do with him
when I was at work because I never thought about stopping work. It was more like a
vision. You’ll have two kids and they’ll be really cute and they’ll be smart and I never
thought of the practical stuff which now has come up to bite me. I need to find
somebody to watch my child during the day while I go to work. (Carol)
I always had this gnawing idea that I was getting married too young. Part of me said,
“Sandra, that’s fine. You arbitrarily picked a number. Why would you make yourself
go through this?” It was kind of a conflict giving up my randomly picked number. Part
of my wanting to be married after I turned 25 was being part of myself, before being part
of a couple. That bothered me for a long time. In terms of children, no. We’re
considering not having any. And so far as I look at it, we decided we weren’t going to
have kids just because it is time. All of your friends are having children. You get a lot
of questions and we just say, not tomorrow. We’ll see. (Sandra)
My children are a job. One is 4 years and the other is 4 months old. I’d love to be able
to stay home. I feel guilty if I can’t stay home. I’ve been home for such a short period of
time. I just want to be home. I never had thought about that before. (Diane)
Summary
Each of the participants believed that they were revising their ideas of marriage and/or
family as they assumed additional roles. Several referred to the time schedule that they had
planned while they were still in high school or during their college years and compared their paths
with what they had predicted. A few believed that they were on track or even ahead of schedule
but most commented that things had turned out differently than they had imagined. When looking
ahead from high school, most had envisioned themselves working prior to marriage. A few of
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these women shared the belief that it was important to establish their own work-related identities
before they assumed the role of spouse.
Imagining Marriage. Family, and Career Roles in 5 and 10 Years
Traditional
Five of the traditional women are looking ahead to the possibility of having children.
Three of those are planning children for the near future but express concern about how they will
manage to continue to work and have children. They are projecting that they will reduce their
work hours to part time until their children reach school age. At that time they will resume full
time hours. One is still considering children as an event taking place maybe 10 years from now.
She is 28 years of age at present. She is vague about future career plans.
The other five women in this cohort have mixed feeling about their work and family
plans. Two are thinking about having another child and reducing their work hours further. Three
are planning to increase their time at work as their children get older.
Progressively more hours at work. Definitely more thinking about where I want to be
when the kids go to college, because I do perceive a three to four day work week at that
point. I’m not going to be home. My goal for this year and next year is to really finetune what it is that I would like doing and how I can incorporate that into how I can work
three days a week. (Linda)
I’m basing this on seeing other people, especially other kids. When your kids get older,
at least my kids. I’m assuming they’ll want to be involved some way, whether it’s in
sports or they want to...in other words I know they’ll do sports because Jim and I think
that little kids should do something at least, even if it’s just one thing. But, that adds one
more facet to this after work schedule. That they’ll be more independent. (Grace)
I think that I often see myself trying to put in more schooling while raising children but I
think it would be very, very difficult. (Frances)
Nontraditional
At the time of the interview, three of these women were pregnant with their first child;
one was planning to remain at home indefinitely and the other two were planning to return to
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work full time after maternity leave. Two were planning for children in the near future. One had
decided not to have children. The other four had established their family and were looking ahead.
They believed that in 5 years, things would be much the same in terms of their time commitment
to their family which involves working part time. In 10 years, however, they anticipated a
renewed commitment to their careers. For one subject, this coincided with the need to earn more
money for the children’s college education.
I still see myself working and probably working full-time even though sometimes I think I
would be in to some sort of flexible work schedule. I don’t know what it’s going to be
like yet having a kid and how it will affect our marriage. We get along really well so I
don’t think that will change anything really. I don’t see it changing that much because
I’m going to keep working. John is going to keep working. I just think it’s going to be a
lot busier. I don’t see that it’s going to be that much different although I don’t know.
You know, this whole children thing. The closer I get to it the more I realize it changes
your whole life. If you’d have asked me this question before I was pregnant, I’m sure I
would have said, “it’ll be great, raise two kids, they’ll be really smart and they’ll be
really good and you won’t have any problems.” I could see having another kid even
though again that morning sickness thing put a damper on it. I see the kids maybe two or
three years apart. If we stay here I could see myself progressing up through the
company. It’s a fairly slow progression in the legal department but it’s steady. (Carol)
I intend to stay married until I die or John dies. It’s hard to imagine, because looking
back 5 years ago, so much has changed. Tomorrow I’ll be 30, and I’m thinking about
how different I am now then when I was 20. I hesitate even to imagine. I’m quite happy
with it. I feel like I can look back and say, “I‘m satisfied. I grew a lot.” It’s hard to
imagine where my relationship with John will go. We are definitely much better being a
couple than when we were first married. Careerwise, I don’t have a clue. (Sandra)
I hope I have children in the next 5 years because if I don’t, I don’t think I will. At least
not natural. I would like to start having children sometime soon, within the next year or
two. I imagine what I’ll do is stop teaching, at least stop teaching full-time. If there’s
some way that I could teach part-time, I probably would. In 10 years, I would assume
that I’d still be doing the same thing, working a little bit more. I do see myself as maybe
stopping while the kids are little and then pursuing something. Maybe not to the full
extent but at least something. (Rachel)
My plan right now is that we have this baby. I would like to have 2 children, probably
about 2-3 years apart, so in another year or year and a half, I would probably try to get
pregnant again. Hopefully we would have two and for me that would be the end of it. I
really don’t want more than two. I see myself staying home, at this point, indefinitely. I
might go back to work after the children were in school, but only at a career that I could
still be home for them. I wouldn’t want a career like my current job where you might
have to work to 6:30 or 7:00 at night and I would not want to have these kids in a latch
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key program or staying late at the Y or something. I could see myself working part-time
doing something. (Alice)
In five years I’d like to have a part-time job as a teacher and in ten years definitely be
full-time. (Diane)
We’ll probably have kids in the next two years. I envision it with much more flexibility.
That is why I just made this big career move, making quite a bit less money. This was
because I saw the future to be much more flexible and much easier. I’ll always work,
because I could never stay at home full-time. I love working too much. I wouldn’t want
to stay at home all the time, but I would want to stay at home a couple days a week.
Maybe that wouldn’t involve working at home. Maybe it would just be part-time work.
This move I just made was huge for me to take a pay cut and take something that was a
little less stable, because I never operate that way. I did that because I know that in a
couple of years we’ll have kids. To some extent I’m already making that sacrifice and
preparing myself for it. (Pat)
Summary
When looking ahead to their future role playing, each of the participants mentioned the
need for flexibility in their schedules. Of the traditional women, five have children and three of
those with children are working part-time. Of the nontraditional group, six have children or are
expecting their first child. One of the new mothers expects to stay home indefinitely. One parent
has had her work hours cut but this is not her choice. Several of the participants in both groups
spoke of incorporating more work time into their schedules as their children got older and more
independent.
Balancing Roles Related to Marriage. Family, and Career
Traditional
The five women who have no children felt for the most part that they balanced their role
of spouse and worker very well. Two of these expressed regret that they sometimes worked long
hours. Three of the mothers in the group are working in part time positions to better balance the
roles. The two mothers who are working full time believe that they can continue to do so because
their spouses share some of the homemaking responsibilities.
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I think that when you have a career and you are a married person, you have to make your
career decisions for two instead of just one. Relocating or promotions that will require a
significant increase in time are more of an issue now than when I was single. I’m still
struggling with the whole “working late” thing because I just don’t think about it. And he
does too. We’re both very involved in what we do. I don’t think that “I have to go home
and make dinner.” I said it earlier that my marriage has to be my top priority. (Olivia)
It’s very easy to get wrapped up into the mother’s role and I hear myself saying it in our
interview. I have a lot more concerns about being a mother than being a wife so I have to
remind myself to focus on being a spouse and doing spouse things to keep my marriage
good. In terms of job and children, I think there are a lot of people who have opinions on
what everyone else should do and when it comes to having kids everyone tells me what
they think. If you’re going to work and have kids, you really have to have a lot of
confidence about wanting to do that to make it work because there are a lot of things that
go against you.
The most important thing that you need, to be able to come back to work
successfully, is finding good child care. I don’t have any concern when I leave Michael
at his place that he’ll be well cared for and if that was a concern for me, I wouldn’t be
able to do my job very effectively. My husband and I share the responsibility of taking
care of Michael when it comes to work. I’ll pick him up certain days a week and my
husband picks him up other days of the week. My husband has gone through several
transitions in his company trying to figure out where he can make his schedule work. If I
was trying to do it all by myself, I wouldn’t be able to do that. I wouldn’t be able to do
the job effectively and have to leave so early every single day. So both of us have had to
adjust to that and if he wasn’t able to adjust then I wouldn’t be able to work full-time. I
don’t know how single mothers do it. I love being a mother and I love working but I
can’t imagine doing it without a spouse. (Helen)
My kids have grown up knowing that every other weekend I need to go to work, which
has been hard through certain developmental periods with them. They didn’t want me to
go. I said, “I’m sorry, I need to go. Mommy needs something more than just being home
with the kids all day. That’s something you need to understand.” I’ve been telling them
that since they were four years old. That’s a definite need of mine. I balance it since I
don’t work a whole lot. I’ve gone in to a job where I can say. I’m available or I’m not
available. I don’t have a job were I’m tied to certain hours. I’ve worked my career path
around the kids’ schedules at this point. My husband makes enough money and we live
comfortably. I have that leisure which a lot of people don’t have. (Linda)
Marriage has to come first and then family and then career. Right now marriage and
family outweigh the career. I think I want it to stay that way. That’s why I’m only parttime. If it was full-time it would be really hard to keep marriage and family a priority
because the career is very time consuming if you’re really dedicated to teaching. (Irene)
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Nontraditional
Two of the three pregnant participants spoke of the need to accommodate the additional
role of mother but were still uncertain of how that would play out. One of those plans to remain
out of the workforce indefinitely. One subject who is recently married has already taken a job
with less pay because it would allow her a more flexible schedule should she have children. The
other participant intends to work full time when she has children. Of those who are parents, one
expressed the desire to be home with her children. Two have reduced their work hours. One
believes that she is balancing work, marriage, and family in the best way that she can.
I’ve heard it from other women at work too, “We don’t do any of them well.” It’s hard
to be the best mother and the best wife, all at the same time. So I kind of do the best I
can at the combination of those things. I’m sure that my priorities have changed, since I
have my daughter and I’m less willing to take on more responsibilities at work or travel
at a moment’s notice. You don’t seem to have any time for yourself until you get done
everythng you have to do. (Ursula)
I expect my career to be on a similar track whether it’s the same position or different
position staying full time, in a similar capacity. As far as family, if we manage to have
one in that amount of time (which may be sooner or later). I would think a large dent in
the time spent on my hobby but I’ll have to work it out where if it’s not going to be
everyday that I’m not going to be able to participate we’ll just work it out for a couple of
days. It’s manageable so that everybody still gets to do their thing. My husband golfs, I
have my hobby. It won’t be easy but I’ll manage. I am confident that I’ll be able to
work things out. Maybe naively so, but I can’t worry about something that isn’t there to
worry about, so I’ll take the approach that I’ll worry about it when I have to worry about
it. Some things are important and you need to make time, so you just have to manage.
(Elaine)
That depends on how many children I have and I think if I have more than two, I will
probably become a full time parent and stay home. At least part time, I think, and teach
computer applications courses at least three days a week. Although, my husband would
like me to stay home full time. He would like me to have that opportunity if I’d want to.
Personally, I think I’d get bored staying home with one. I think five months of staying
home is enough. I don’t think I could do any more than that. I’d need something, at
least, to get me out of the house; because I’ve never stayed home. I don’t know what
staying home is like. (Beth)
When the kids were first bom, I was working 40 hours a week, 7 days a week, 5 or 6
hours a day. It was fun. It was exciting, I did not resent that I had to work when they
were babies because it made me a better mother to get out of the house and come back to
them. I cannot stay home 24 hours a day. My work hours have changed (because
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business has slowed). My hours are flexible enough to do that now. I feel comfortable
with working. When the kids were about 4 or 5 they realized that every kid didn’t go to
day care. They were taught that it’s a fact of life and that’s the way they handled it.
Even today, when they have a headache and they don’t want to go to school, I say, “I
have to go to work.” That’s just the way it is. That’s life. (Tracey)
Not very well at the moment. I’m working on that. I still tend to be a workaholic. It’s
very easy for me to drown myself in my work and forget about everything else and
everyone else. It’s safe for me, even if it can be stressful. It’s still a safe environment to
be working very hard, so I am working hard on not working hard, which is hard. I’m
getting better on that. That was something I work a lot on these days. Not bringing too
much work home, trying to work when John’s not around and when he is around, not
working. I’m trying to be more balanced. (Rachel)
Summary
Each of the participants commented on the difficulty of adjusting to their additional role
whether that role was spouse or parent. The respondents who have children mentioned the need
for adapting their work habits. The members of this group who do not have children spoke of the
need to accommodate the future role of mother when and if they assume that role. While only a
few of the women spoke in terms of jobs that they “didn’t have to take home with them” all of the
respondents used terms such as “flexible schedule” and “accommodating” when referring to their
work schedules. It was very clear that as each woman had her first child, she expected to play
the role of primary caregiver.
Advice to College Women About Marriage. Family, and Career
Traditional
Six of these women would advise college women to choose a career based on what they
love to do. However, one added that women should prioritize and put family and children first..
One advised others to be more informed about their options. Two suggested that women wait
until they are 30 to get married. One cautioned that women should be ready to “do it on your
own” since things may not play out the way you plan them.
It’s important and I got this lesson from my mom, that you always be able to support
yourself. Have a skill. Don’t get married just because you think it’s the right thing to
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do. Don’t get married just because your friends are all getting married. Don’t put a
timeline on yourself ever. When it’s right, it’s right. And, when it’s not and you’re not
sure, then it’s not right. Kids are a very personal choice and I don’t think you can be
selfish when you have children. You have to be totally committed to having those kids.
Your husband or your partner has to be totally committed to that too. It has to be an
equal partnership. Your career should be something that you love to do not something
that you do to get paid. (Olivia)
You have to be able to take care of yourself even if you intend to get married and have
children and not work. There may be a time that your husband isn’t able to work, can’t
find work and so you have to keep up your own skills. Situations change and they’re not
exactly what you planned. I think that’s the important message. Be ready to do it on
your own. (Helen)
It’s a matter of whether it’s a job or a career. If you want a career you have to decide
whether you want someone else to see the first steps, hear the first words, all of that kind
of stuff. That all happens after your six month maternity leave. If you’re comfortable
with that, that’s fine. Are you in a position that if you take a few years off in your field
are you going to be able to go back in at the level you were at? Or are you going to have
to go back in entry level. I’ve learned, because I did know a lot of people that did go for
accounting, and they’re now bookkeepers. Now their kids are in grade school, and
they’re trying to work their way back up. I’ve seen a lot of people who are very
successful in raising families, their kids all are in day care. Do you want your kid in day
care from 6:00 AM to 6:00 PM? How important is it for you to have kids? Do you
really want kids? In college, I don’t think you really know those kinds of things. (Linda)
I would say to choose something that you love, something you can do for a long time. I
would say that you really need to prioritize things in your life. By doing so, I feel that
family is more important than a career, however, not all women feel that way and that’s
fine. You have to pick what’s good for you. You should really do what you think you
will enjoy. Put your family and children first because that’s the most important thing.
Your career, your job, whatever will always be there. But your children grown, the
relationship with your husband can change and that, to me, is the most important thing.
To just have a good solid relationship, because if you don’t that affects the children and
then that starts to lose some happiness. There’s so many dysfunctional families in the
school, and a lot of it has to do with parents not having enough time to spend with their
kids. It’s unfortunate that the way the world is today two people need to work in order to
give the children everything that they need. You’ve got to make sacrifices somewhere
along the line and hopefully, those sacrifices will pay off in the long run. (Irene)
Nontraditional
Seven of the nontraditional participants recommended that college women should decide
on their path based on what they like and are good at. One added that women should pursue
what they love despite financial constraints at the time of the decision. Two advised women to
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separate the decisions of career from the issues of marriage and family regardless of the presence
of a significant other. One advised women to wait before marriage and family; while one
indicated that there in no “perfect” time to add those roles.
a

I would advise her to get involved early on in college. If she’s interested in my field I can
tell her what I’ve learned and what’s available in my industry that I didn’t really know at
that time. I wouldn’t mention a thing about marriage and a family because I don’t think
you should be in college looking for a husband. My opinion is to separate the issues
altogether. (Elaine)
My advice would be, to be clear in who you are in your own mind, what your priority is.
Stick with that, you’re going to get slack no matter what you pick. Pick what feels right.
My feeling is if you’re going to have children, they shouldn’t be the fringe of your life. I
do think it’s wrong to have kids and have them get your leftover attention. To me it’s
wrong to have children unless you’re going to devote yourself to them. If you’re really
interested in career advancement, I see that very incompatible with children. I think in a
dual couple it seems to be difficult to have both of them focusing strongly on their
careers and have children. I haven’t seen any examples of that really working. To me
it’s unrealistic to expect. If you don’t care about becoming the vice president someday
and maybe you’re willing to think about energy for your kids, I think you can work. But
it’s not going to be the same. It’s a different amount of your emotional energy that is
going to be devoted to your work. I think you need to reconcile that. (Sandra)
I would tell her she should choose by her gut feelings. Forget about the financial issues
if you possibly can and pursue the education you need to get what you want. Try and
work around the financial problems. As long as you find the proper husband; you can
have career and family, at the same time. I totally believe that. I just had never found
the right guy until now. (Beth)
Really figure it out. Don’t let someone else tell them or force them or coerce them or
anything else into doing something that they really don’t feel strongly about. Take as
much time as they need. If they’re really not sure what they want to do, take all kinds of
courses at a community college and maybe work part-time and take some courses until
something really clicks. If marriage and family is something they desire, then they need
to take that into consideration as well because I imagine that if your going to have kids
you need to be there for them. (Rachel)
Summary
Thirteen of the respondents believed that women should make their career decisions
based upon their own interests and abilities. Several cautioned against including the prospect of
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marriage and family into the process of deciding although one of the traditional women advised
planning around marriage and family. She was clearly in the minority of both groups, however.
Perception of Ideal Life Situation Right Now
/>

Traditional
The two participants who have children and work full time would like to work fewer
hours outside of the home. Those three mothers who already work part time expressed
contentment with their lives right now. One of the women who are planning for children is
already thinking of changing her work hours to shorten her day. One subject who does not have
children and sees them in the distant future responded that she would like a different job within
her same field. Three of these women including two who do not have children would like more
free time for leisure activities.
Nontraditional
Three participants are happy with the way things have worked out for them. The
participant who has taken a lower paying position because it allowed flexible hours to
accommodate future family would like to be making more money. Two of the three subjects who
have children would like a job that is structured differently. The other mother would like a
shorter commute (she and her husband drive over one hour each way for work) and a cleaning
lady. Another who has been planning for children for five years would like it to happen soon.
One of the pregnant participants would like her husband to work closer to home. The other
wishes she had gotten married younger than 30 and started her family earlier.
Summary'
For the traditional group, the idea of part time hours to accommodate marriage and
family roles seemed to be the sought after ideal. The nontraditional group expressed a variety of
concerns but the overriding issue for that group also seemed to do primarily with balancing their
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roles of worker, spouse, and parent. Participants in both groups would like to have more time
outside of work to spend with family and/or in leisure activities.
Summary of Section Four
A

The participants reported mixed emotions about the process of deciding on their career
paths. Most believed that their decisions would have been easier if they had received more
information about their career options. Both groups talked about the need for more time to
balance their roles. More of the subjects in the traditional group have already arranged part time
work hours to enable them to balance these roles better. Those nontraditional women who are
looking ahead to parenthood expressed different approaches to handling the additional role of
parent. Some spoke of the possibility of reducing their work hours; the others believed that they
will continue to work full time after having children.

Discussion
In many respects the two groups were very similar in their thinking about specific career
planning issues. Each of the subjects reported that they identified future career goals while they
were children based upon a combination of interests, skills, and role models. For the traditional
women, these choices changed somewhat over time but remained in the traditional realm from
grade school to high school and into college. Nontraditional women identified nontraditional
career paths early and stuck with them through college. It is interesting to note, however, that
several years after college, one in this group has since made the transition into the traditional field
of teaching and another is planning for it.
The majority of participants had mothers who worked as homemakers while the
participants and their siblings were growing up. When discussing messages that they received as
children regarding women and careers, most of these women believed that the messages were that
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they could do anything. Several believed, however, that they had also received subtle messages
that women held traditional roles, that women pursue “nurturing careers” or that women should
“stay home after they have children.” Some reported receiving no messages or having no
nontraditional role models with whom to identify.
While they were looking ahead from high school, participants in both groups were
definitely envisioning marriage and family in their future. A greater number of the traditional
women had clarified their plans for these events and some had even projected a timeline for them.
Some of the nontraditional women had also identified a timeline for marriage and family to occur
but an equal number had only a vague notion that these events would happen some day. It seems
that more of the traditional cohort were anticipating these events in their lives; those particular
life roles were more salient for that group during their adolescent years.
By the time they had reached early adulthood, almost all of the traditional and the
majority of the nontraditional subjects indicated that they were planning to marry and have a
family at some time in the future. For both groups, the prospect of marriage and family was not
perceived as precluding them from participating in the workforce.
The biggest difference between the two groups emerged when asked about the role of
their thinking about marriage and family as factors involved in their choices of traditional or
nontraditional majors. All ten of the nontraditional women believed that they would be able to
“fit marriage and family in” with their career. This group identified the career first; the prospect
of marriage and family was secondary in their consideration. One half of the traditional group
evaluated their career options using the criteria of flexibility and adaptability to the future roles
of marriage and children. Choosing their careers in this manner enabled them to prioritize
marriage and family first, and then career. They identified their preferred lifestyle and choose a
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career path accordingly. Although the number of traditional participants who made their
decisions on this basis was not large, a pattern is clearly emerging.
It is interesting to note that when asked if they were thinking in terms of job or career
when they were deciding, slightly more of the traditional group believed that they were choosing a
career. More of those in the nontraditional group were thinking in terms of a job. None of the
traditional women expressed the feelings or beliefs that they were “settling for less.” They view
these traditional career paths as viable options that allow them to better balance family and
marriage roles and believe that these options are consistent with their interests and abilities.
Some of the subjects in both groups reported that although they did not consciously
consider the prospect of marriage and family when making their decisions about college major,
they did consider a significant other when graduating from college and planning their next steps.
One participant relinquished a goal of working oversees because she anticipated marriage directly
out of college; three relocated with their significant others. In these instances, the participants
reprioritized their choices by placing the goals of their significant others above their own goals.
This is consistent with traditional gender role socialization behavior in which the male partners’
careers are primary.
As the additional roles of spouse and parent become imminent, many of these women
have started to shift their goals and/or their work patterns. Even those who are not yet parents
spoke of the need to accommodate the future role of mother when and if they assume that role.
All of the respondents in this study mentioned the need for a flexible schedule to accommodate
their roles so that they could achieve a better balance between their work and family
responsibilities. Both groups talked about the need for more time to balance their roles. More of
the women in the traditional group have already arranged part time work hours to enable them to
balance these roles better.
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A common thread emerged as each of the women in this study who have children or who
plan to have children projected their roles in five and in ten years. Those who are starting
families saw themselves juggling very tight schedules in the first five years and believed that their
A

schedules would improve in ten years when their children are older, in school, and more
independent. Some of them are planning to reduce their work hours if they are able to work that
out with their employers. Some of those who have school-age children spoke of the desire to
increase their work hours now that their children are in school. This pattern of accommodation
appears to be a common theme for both traditional and nontraditional women, although more of
the nontraditional women plan to work full time after they have their children. Those
nontraditional women who are looking ahead to parenthood expressed mixed beliefs about their
need to reduce their work hours.
Now that they are out of college from five to fifteen years, two thirds of the participants
have changed their thinking about career, marriage and family since graduating from college.
Eight of them have shifted their priorities from career to family. Three have changed their focus
from family to career. It seems clear that as the participants have assumed additional roles or
clarified their thinking about their future roles, they are making adjustments and re-prioritizing
the focus of their time and energy in order to juggle these new roles.
A clear pattern of accommodating behavior has emerged in response to taking on multiple
roles. When first projecting their career plans during college, only five of the participants -all in
the traditional group - appeared to be looking ahead to a time when they would be assuming
additional roles related to marriage and family. Except for those who were heavily influenced by
parents or financial considerations, the other fifteen reported that they made their decisions based
upon their personal characteristics of interests and skills. As they got older, however, and formed
relationships, got married, and started to contemplate children, these women started to behave in

88

similar ways. Regardless of the orientation to traditional or nontraditional career paths, most of
these women changed their workplace behavior by reducing their time in paid work activity in
order to balance increasing demands associated with their marriage and family roles.
Although many reported that their spouses were involved in the home and child-care
responsibilities, only one spoke of a spouse who rearranged his work schedule in order to pick up
their child from daycare. It appears that the women in this study believe that it is incumbent
upon them to figure out how the responsibilities of each of these roles will be carried out.
Perhaps this process of accommodating is women’s way of satisfying society’s expectations of
women’s primary roles and satisfying their own need for self-actualization. For some women,
self-actualization may be derived from the primary roles of wife and mother and career is
important but secondary. For others, work outside of the home is also necessary for selffulfillment. The concept of accommodation is salient for each of these women; they differ only in
their approaches to balancing these roles.
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CHAPTER V
EMERGING THEMES
Introduction
A

This study explored the relationship between women’s choices of traditional or
nontraditional occupations and their plans for future marriage and family. Through a
retrospective account of their experiences of choosing their majors and career paths, the questions
explored the participants’ decision making processes, the factors that influenced their decisions,
and their current thinking about the paths that their lives have taken since college.
In-depth interviews were conducted with twenty women who currently work outside of
the home at least part-time. Ten of these women received baccalaureate degrees in fields that are
traditionally pursued by women and ten of the women received degrees in fields in which women
hold fewer than 25% of the positions. The purpose of the interviews was to allow the
participants the opportunity to reconstruct their experiences of choosing their career or life path
while in college. Specifically, the participants responded to questions that revolved around the
themes of women, careers, career options, messages that they received about women and careers,
factors that influenced their decisions, and their current thinking about these issues.
Although many women have successfully entered and achieved high levels in occupations
that have been predominately held by men, women continue to pursue occupations that pay less
and provide fewer opportunities for personal growth. Since women comprise nearly 50% of the
human resources in this country, this study sought to explore the reasons why young adult
women continue to choose the traditional route. The central questions of this research include:
1.

How do college women choose between traditional and nontraditional options?

2.

What is the nature of the relationship between projected marriage and family and
women’s choices of traditional or nontraditional occupations?
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3.

How were these women's choices of career influenced by the prospect of a potential
family?

4.

How do women who pursue traditional occupations view sequencing and role balancing
of marriage, family, and career?

5.

Do women plan to accomplish this through the selection of “less demanding” or “more
flexible” careers?

6.

How do women who pursue nontraditional occupations view sequencing and role
balancing of marriage, family, and career?

7.

What concerns do both groups have?

8.

Did those concerns have an impact on their career choices?

9.

How do the concerns of these two groups differ, if at all?

10.

Has their thinking on this issue changed since college?
Several themes emerged from the interviews and are consistent with findings of previous

research in this area.
Childhood Messages
Many of the participants believed that they had received clear messages about women
and careers while they were growing up. They reported that their mothers and/or their fathers
encouraged them to be whatever they wanted to be. These messages seemed to stop short,
however, of the reality for women who pursue careers outside of the home and who desire to have
a marriage and family as well. Very few messages relating to the unique challenges of balancing
several roles were passed along to these women. The majority of participants had mothers who
worked as homemakers while the participants and their siblings were growing up. The mothers
who worked in the home were not necessarily involved in the same type of juggling as the
mothers who were employed outside of the home.
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Upon further reflection about the messages that they received, several believed that they
had also received subtle messages that women held traditional roles. Some reported that none or
few of their friends’ mothers worked so they had few, if any, nontraditional role models from
a

whom to learn. Other subjects heard the messages that women should pursue “nurturing careers”
if they decide to work outside of the home. Most often, they learned that women should work
outside of the home but should “stay home after they have children.”
Regardless of the specific messages, the pervasive messages that these women received
were that the primary responsibilities involved with raising children rest with the mother. Each of
the participants fully expected to assume the responsibilities when they assumed the role. This
process of socialization is noted by Gerson (1985) and other researchers.
This is consistent with Betz’ (1994) summary of major barriers to women’s career
choices (see Table 1). In summarizing 20 years of research on women’s career development.
Bets identified barriers to and facilitators of women’s choices of careers. She advances that
although women may plan to engage in a career, they have been hindered by environmental and
individual barriers that encourage women to choose gender-stereotypic occupations. The major
environmental barriers to women’s career choices that were reported in this study include:
gender-role stereotypes, occupational stereotypes, lack of role models, and the null environment.
The nontraditional women, on the other hand, mentioned nontraditional role models,
supportive fathers, working mothers, and proactive encouragement that they “could do anything.”
The presence of these variables are also consistent with the facilitators of women’s career
choices that Betz identified.
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A Matter of Fit
By the time they had reached early adulthood, almost all of the traditional and the
majority of the nontraditional subjects indicated that they were planning to marry and have a
family at some time in the future. For both groups, the future prospect of marriage and family
did not preclude them from participating in the workforce.
The biggest difference between the two groups emerged when asked about the role of
their thinking about marriage and family as factors involved in their choices of traditional or
nontraditional majors. All ten of the nontraditional women believed that they would be able to
“fit marriage and family in” with their career. This group identified the career first; the prospect
of marriage and family was secondary in their consideration.
One half of the traditional group evaluated their career options using the criteria of
flexibility and adaptability to the future roles of marriage and children. Choosing their careers in
this manner enabled them to prioritize marriage and family first, and then career. They identified
their preferred lifestyle and choose a career path accordingly. Although the number of traditional
participants who made their decisions on this basis was not large, a pattern is clearly emerging.
Richardson (1974) found that among college seniors, valuing marriage was significantly
associated with an orientation towards traditional careers. In 1976, Trigg & Perlman conducted
a comparative study of applicants to traditional and nontraditional medical-related programs.
They found that women who pursue nontraditional fields considered the possibility of marriage
and family less important than did women who pursued traditional occupations. In addition,
these women did not view participation in nontraditional fields as presenting a barrier to meeting
their social and marital needs.
Nine of the traditional and six of the nontraditional subjects indicated that when they
were in college, they were planning to marry and have a family at some time in the future. In
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discussing the relationship between projected marriage and family and their career goals, the
participants believed that their plans for marriage and family had no impact on their decision to
pursue a traditional or nontraditional path.
_

/t

The major differences between these two groups emerges in how they view the prospect
of balancing the roles associated with career, marriage, and family. Five of the traditional and all
ten of the nontraditional women said that marriage and family had no role in their career
decisions. However, the other five traditional women spoke of choosing careers that would fit
with marriage and family. All ten of the nontraditional women believed that they would be able
to fit marriage and family in with their career. The nontraditional group identified the career
first; the prospect of marriage and family was secondary in their consideration.
Some of the subjects in both groups reported that although they did not consciously
consider marriage and family when making their decisions about college major, they did consider
a significant other when graduating from college and planning their next steps. One participant
relinquished a goal of working oversees because she anticipated marriage directly out of college;
three relocated with their significant others. In these instances, the participants reprioritized their
choices by placing the goals of their significant others above their own goals. In their research
that was conducted in the 1970’s, Trigg & Perlman (1976) noted that as a result of traditional
gender role socialization, many women deferred their own career decisions in favor of their
significant others’ careers. Although the number of participants who reported this behavior was
small, twenty years later, many women continue to prioritize in this way.

Downscaling
One half of the traditional group evaluated their career options using the criteria of
flexibility and adaptability to the future roles of marriage and children. Choosing their careers in
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this maimer enabled them to prioritize marriage and family first, and then career. It is interesting
to note that when asked if they were thinking in terms of job or career when they were deciding,
these women believed that they were choosing a career. More of the women in the nontraditional
group were thinking in terms of a job. These women did not express the feelings or beliefs that
they were “settling for less.” They view these traditional career paths as viable options that allow
them to better balance family and marriage roles and believe that these options are consistent with
their interests and abilities. Although the number of traditional participants who made their
decisions on this basis was not large, a pattern is clearly emerging.
Betz (1993) refers to this behavior as “downscaling” and suggests that the potential for
women to contribute to society is reduced since their capabilities and skills are not being fully
utilized. In this context, downscaling refers to the shift from a more appropriate, preferred career
path to one that may facilitate future multiple role balancing.

Sequencing
As the additional roles of spouse and parent become imminent, many of these women
started to shift their goals and/or their work patterns. Even those who are not yet parents spoke
of the need to accommodate the future role of mother when and if they assume that role. Each of
the women in this study mentioned the need for a flexible schedule to accommodate their roles so
that they could achieve a better balance between their work and family responsibilities.
This is consistent with Sullivan’s (1992) findings in her research regarding women and
how they balance roles relative to career and family. In her study of patterns of women’s labor
force participation, Sullivan (1992) identified the process of “sequencing” in which women adjust
their paid work patterns in order to accommodate family responsibilities. Her findings indicated
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that women are aware that career and family are not independent of each other but that women
believe they can balance the demands of both.

Process of Accommodation
Regardless of their group affiliation, the women in this study who have children or who
plan to have children projected their roles in five and in ten years. Those who are starting
families saw themselves juggling very tight schedules in the first five years and believed that their
schedules would improve in ten years when their children are older, in school, and more
independent. Some of them are planning to reduce their work hours if they are able to work that
out with their employers. Some of those who have school-age children spoke of the desire to
increase their work hours now that their children are in school. This pattern of accommodation
appears to be a common theme for both traditional and nontraditional women, although more of
the nontraditional women plan to work full time after they have their children.
Now that they are out of college from five to fifteen years, two thirds of the participants
have changed their thinking about career, marriage and family since graduating from college.
Eight of them have shifted their priorities from career to family. Three have changed their focus
from family to career. It seems clear that as the participants have assumed additional roles or
clarified their thinking about their future roles, they are making adjustments and re-prioritizing
the focus of their time and energy in order to juggle these new roles.
A clear pattern of accommodating behavior has emerged in response to taking on
multiple roles. When first projecting their career plans during college, only five of the
participants - in the traditional group - appeared to be looking ahead to a time when they would
be assuming additional roles related to marriage and family. Except for those who were heavily
influenced by parents or financial considerations, the other fifteen reported that they made their
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decisions based upon their personal characteristics of interests and skills. As they got older,
however, and formed relationships, got married, and started to contemplate children, these women
started to behave in similar ways. Regardless of the orientation to traditional or nontraditional
career paths, most of these women changed their workplace behavior by reducing their time in
paid work activity in order to balance increasing demands associated with their marriage and
family roles.
Although many reported that their spouses were involved in the home and child-care
responsibilities, only one spoke of a spouse who rearranged his work schedule in order to pick up
their child from daycare. It appears that the women in this study believe that it is incumbent
upon them to figure out how the responsibilities of each of these roles will be carried out.
Perhaps this process of accommodating is women’s way of satisfying society’s expectations of
women’s primary roles and satisfying their own need for self-actualization. For some women,
self-actualization may be derived from the primary roles of wife and mother. For others, work
outside of the home is also necessary for self-fulfillment.
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CHAPTER VI
)

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary
Gerson (1985) conducted one of the few qualitative studies of women’s ways of deciding
about career and family roles. Working within a developmental framework, she concluded that
women’s career decisions continued to be linked with their expectations about family. As a
result, women were often limited in their ability to contribute to society through their work
because they chose career paths that would facilitate the responsibilities of motherhood. Gerson
conducted her study in 1984 and included single, married, divorced, and widowed women who
were young adults in the 1970’s. Her study was broad in scope as she attempted to identify
factors that influenced women’s decisions about marriage, career, and motherhood. The past
twelve years have brought about numerous changes in societal attitudes. This study builds on her
research to explore changes, if any, in the attitudes of women who were young adults in the
1980’s but is more narrow in scope. Specifically, this study explores the relationship between
women’s thinking about future marriage and family and their choices of nontraditional or
traditional careers.
Women who pursue nontraditional career paths may be making those decisions with
more autonomy than they have in the past. The women in this study identified nontraditional
occupations at an early age and remained constant in pursuing nontraditional careers through
college graduation and into their first positions. When questioned about their plans for marriage
and family, these women believed that they would “fit them in” to their careers.
One half of the women in this study who chose traditional careers also believed
that they made their decisions without consideration for future marriage and family. The other
five of the traditional group believed that the careers they chose would be a good fit with
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marriage and family roles. These five women seem to reflect the thinking that Gerson identified
in her study. Although they are in the minority in this study, it is clear that some women continue
to consider their future responsibilities associated with the role of mother when deciding on their
*

career paths.
Valuing Different Patterns
In proposing theoretical models of women’s career development, Larwood and Gutek
(1987) suggest a "bare bones" theoretical perspective that should form the basis of a broad model
of career development. It should include five elements: career preparation, anticipation of career
involvement will more likely motivate one to learn more about the working world; opportunities
available, the perception of limited opportunities for women may decrease the motivation to
prepare for career; marriage, the impact of marriage is typically neutral for men but negative for
women who may be perceived as less committed to their career; pregnancy and children, mothers
who choose to work employ various career pattern alternatives to negate the impact on career;
timing and age, the age at which a person enters or re-enters the workforce will impact her career
progress.
Larwood and Gutek admit that this premise has not yet been researched and that it needs
further development but suggest that these five factors may provide lenses through which
directions for future research can be identified. Gallos (1989) suggests adding a developmental
piece to this theoretical perspective. She advises that women’s developmental needs and voices
need to be considered because “their implicit power in defining how women see the world, their
choices, and their opportunities makes developmental concerns a critical part of any attempt to
build a comprehensive theory of women’s careers ...We need to continue to ask the hard
questions. What really affects women’s career and life choices?”(p. 127).
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Although the nontraditional group reported a priority of career rather than family, as they
get older and assume additional life roles, some of them appear to be shifting their priorities and
focusing more on marriage and family roles. Marshall (1989) believes that “wanting a balanced
life challenges traditional definitions of career as the major source of identity.” (p.287) She
suggests that we need to revise our concept of women’s career development toward a “cyclic”
scheme that reflects women’s life patterns in which women combine work, marriage, and family.
Women may let one role go while they take on another, sometimes at a novice level. The
individual’s identity will be formed by the integration of the these roles rather than by a level
attained in a specific role.
Rising to the top of an organization is a traditional view of success. In “Prisoners of
Men’s Dreams,” Gordon (1991) reflects on the limited impact of women reaching positions of
power in organizations. Although the number of women in upper level management has
increased dramatically over the past 25 years, little has changed within the organization. Rather
than implementing change of attitudes about success, women adopted the intrenched male
perspective of “clawing to the top.” In short, women in organizations learned to behave like men.
As a result, the organizational culture has not changed to accommodate women’s additional roles
in society, relinquished their dreams of expanding their knowledge and skills and making
contributions to society while raising the next gneration.
Corporations may adopt “family friendly” policies, but the messages that women receive
are that work is the top priority; raising children is secondary. The expectations are clear.
Women who wished to have children and who adjust their work schedules to accommodate them,
do so at their own career peril. They risk being perceived by male co-workers - many of whom
have “stay-at-home” spouses - as less committed to their work. The pressures for these women
to achieve balance can be overwhelming.
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Women’s career patterns should not need to be an “either-or” choice of family or career.
Women are currently operating within a traditionally male paradigm in which success is defined
within a paid work environment. Women’s accomplishments as mothers of the next generation
and the roles associated with that outside of the paid work environment need to be valued as well.
The definition of success needs to be changed within this society to reflect the multiple roles that
the members of society play in contributing to its welfare.
Limitations of the Study
In summarizing research on factors that influence women’s career choices, Betz &
Fitzgerald (1987) note that the findings reflect research on groups of women and therefore do not
address factors that have had an impact on any individual woman. This study focused on
individual women and the ways in which they make meaning of the deliberative process involved
in their career decision making.
This study focused on women who have been raised in the United States and reached
early adulthood during the late 1980’s or early 1990’s. The questions that were addressed in this
study had their genesis in the labor force participation and educational achievement patterns of
American women. Underlying issues that emerged during this study involve value issues that are
embedded in the socialization process which is unique to this culture. Thus it is appropriate that
the research sample should include only those who have been raised within this country and who
have had the opportunity to imagine and plan for a future role in its labor force.
All of the women in this study are graduates of four-year colleges. Their educational
level raises implications of social class characteristics that limit the applicability of these findings
to women who have not attained that level.
Although no attempt was made to select women of specific ethnic or racial backgrounds,
the participants in this study were Caucasian females who grew up in the northeastern region of
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the United States. The experiences of these women and messages that they received reflect only
that subculture in which they were raised and do not represent diverse cultural backgrounds.
Another limitation of this study lies in its focus on the traditional, heterosexual
relationship within which each of these women is currently operating. Although homosexual
women would presumably have received the same messages of role expectations as heterosexual
women while they were growing up in this society, the issues of career decision-making and the
roles of Lesbian couples with children may play out differently.
Due to the small sample size and in accordance with the nature and goals of qualitative
research, it is not possible to generalize to a larger population of women. Although the numbers
in this study were small, themes did emerge from this study. The qualitative research design
allowed for an open-ended exploration of the meaning of the experience of career decision¬
making for the participants in this study.
Implications for Research
This study focused on a group of twenty women - ten in traditional occupations and ten
in nontraditional occupations - that were interviewed at a specific point in their lives. Three of
the women were pregnant and eight were planning for their first child. As these women projected
their various roles five and ten years in the future, some were confident of how things would play
out. Others seemed anxious about what the future would bring. This suggests a longitudinal
study to follow up in five and ten years to explore the meaning that the participants make of their
lives at those points in time. Harmon (1981) did a quantitative follow-up study of 391 young
adult college women to track their career plans six years after first interviewing them. Josselson,
(1996), followed thirty women for twenty two years after they graduated from college to research
how women create an identity and chose one path over another. A similar study of these
participants may serve to further inform career development theory.

102

In identifying participants, the researcher did not attempt to control for parental status of
with children or no children.” Although it was revealing to learn how women at various
stages - no children, expecting children, and children - balance various life roles or look ahead to
balancing, it would also be informative to learn how twenty women who are currently parents
made that transition and how they are balancing roles to accommodate marriage and family.
The process of accommodation was an overriding theme as these women spoke of how
they manage the many roles associated with marriage and family. These women assumed that
they would be the primary caregiver and therefore, they assumed the responsibility of
accommodating those roles. Future research should explore this behavior to determine whether
this is a uniform, socialized response to satisfy societal expectations.

Implications for Practice
Fitzgerald & Weitzman (1992) believe that in order to be effective in working with
women who are making career decisions, career counselors need to know the strengths and
weaknesses of career development theories as they apply to women. In addition, counselors need
to know the research and theories regarding women’s career development and their choices of
traditional or nontraditional career paths. The results of this research will help to inform career
counselors in working with women who are in the career decision making process. The small
sample size and method of naturalistic inquiry used in this study will not help to identify a
phenomenon among women. However, themes did emerge from this study that identify issues
that career development specialists should explore with their female clients.
The majority of the participants believed that their high school courses were a
determining factor in deciding on their college major. High school provided the opportunity to
test out their skills and interests and to begin to see connections between self and work. Other
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participants felt that had received little guidance at the high school or college level. This suggests
a need for career development programs geared to upper level high school students or summer
programs prior to freshman year of college.
Several participants suggested that internship and cooperative education programs should
be incorporated into the curriculum so that participation is mandatory for all students. This
could be taken a step further by establishing formalized field experience programs that are
implemented through a cooperative arrangement with high schools, area businesses, and colleges
or universities. Students who participate in the field experience program beginning at the high
school level would have the opportunity to work at a local business and earn credits or tuition
toward a college education at the cooperating college.
When asked how they would advise a woman who was in college now, the respondents
mentioned a range of issues including: choosing a career based on what they love to do despite
financial constraints that they might have and planning for “doing it on their own” in case their
life plans don’t work out.
In proposing basic assumptions about counseling individuals in career decision-making.
Farmer & Backer (1977) state that “the career counselor’s principal function is to help
counselees realize their full life potential through the selection of appropriate and satisfying
careers” (p. 29). Counselors need to explore these issues of role balancing and sequencing with
their clients who may be making their career decisions through the lenses of future role
expectations without realizing it. Women differ from each other and each will have a different
path to self-actualization. What is best for the decision-maker is always at the heart of the
counseling process.
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Organizations also need to recognize the value of multiple life roles and how
participation in those roles leads to a self-actualized workforce. The onus for accommodation
needs to be placed at the organizational level rather than on the individual.
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW GUIDE
DATE:
PARTI
FOCUS:
OBJECTIVE:

Introduction and demographic information
Establish rapport and trust

Obtain demographic and education-related information
QUESTIONS: Name
Address
Telephone
Birthdate
College attended
Major(s) in college
Graduation year
Graduate level education
Current Occupation
Marital status
Parental status
Number and ages of your children
PART II
FOCUS:
OBJECTIVE:

Career /work identity development
Learn how the narrator’s career identity evolved
QUESTIONS: Please tell me about your mother’s work in and outside of the home.
What level of education did she reach?
What occupation is/was she in?
Please tell me about your father’s work in and outside of the home.
What level of education did he reach?
What occupation is/was he in?
Please tell me about your siblings’ work patterns.
What level of education did he/she/they reach?
Are they currently employed outside of the home?
In what occupations?
When you were a child, what did you see yourself doing “when you grew up”?
How old were you?
What messages did you receive about women and careers?
When you were a teenager, what did you see yourself doing after high school?
Did you picture yourself working? In what occupation?
What did you think about marriage? When did you see that happening?
What did you think about having children?
How did you see children in your plans?
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PART III
FOCUS:
Experience of women’s career decision-making
OBJECTIVE: To learn the narrator’s thinking about careers and the issues and concerns
involved in her career decision-making process
QUESTIONS: Tell me about your decision to pursue a college degree.
Was there a time when you considered other options?
What were those options?
How did you decide on your college major?
What did you see as your choices?
When you were making your decisions, were you thinking in terms of a career or
a job?
Tell me what you mean by career or job.
What factors motivated you to choose that direction?
What people influenced you in the decision? Did you have a significant other?
What are some of the emotions that you recall feeling while you were deciding?
How easy was this decision for you?
When you were deciding, what was your thinking about marriage and family?
What role did your thinking on marriage and family play in your decision?
PART IV
FOCUS:
Meaning of the experience of career decision-making
OBJECTIVE: Explore the meaning about the career decision-making experience that the
narrator has constructed about the experience
QUESTIONS: As you look back on your decision to pursue a career in your field, how did your
plans unfold?
What did you gain and/or lose from your decision?
What emotions are you feeling most strongly when you think about this decision?
If you could change one thing about this experience of choosing a career, what
would it be?
Has your thinking about marriage and family changed? In what way?
How do you imagine your marriage and family roles and your career playing out
in 5 and 10 years?
If you were to draw a time line of your life for the next 10 years, what would it
look like?
Would certain roles overlap? (ask her to draw a time line if she wishes)
Tell me what you think about how you balance roles related to marriage, family,
and career?
If you were talking to a woman in college now, what would you say to her about
her career decisions and the issues of marriage and family?
If you could arrange things just the way you wanted, what would your life be
like right now?
Is there anything that I haven’t asked about that you believe is important?
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PARTY
FOCUS:
Closure
OBJECTIVE: Ensure that the narrator is comfortable in terms of emotions and beliefs
QUESTIONS: Are there any questions that you have for me?
Has there been anything about this interview that has made you
uncomfortable?
Is there anything that you feel a need to discuss before we close?
Do you understand the issues of confidentiality as well as the nature of reporting
that I will do in the dissertation?
Would you like to review it?
As I mentioned before, I would like to call you next week to see if you have any
other thoughts that you would like to add. When would be a convenient time?

108

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Arthur, M.B., Hall, D.T., & Lawrence, B.S. (1989). Generating new directions in career theory:
The case for a transdisciplinary approach. In M B. Arthur, D.T. Hall, & B.S. Lawrence,
(Eds.), Handbook of Career Theory (pp.7-25). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Associated Press (1991, August 26). Study: Women hold 3% of top jobs. The Philadelphia
Inquirer, p. 4-A.
Baber, K.M. & Monaghan, P. (1988). College women’s career and motherhood
expectations: New options, old dilemmas. Sex Roles. 19(3-4), 189-203.
Belenky, M.F., Clinchy, B.M., Goldberger, N.R., & Tarule, J.M. (1986). Women’s Wavs of
Knowing: The Development of Self. Voice. & Mind. Basic Books.
Betz, N.E. (1993). Women’s Career Development. In F.L. Denmark & M.A. Paludi (Eds.),
Psychology of Women, (pp.627-684). Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press.
Betz, N.E. (1994). Basic issues and concepts in career counseling for women. In W.B. Walsh &
S.H. Osipow (Eds.), Career counseling for women, (pp.1-41). Hillsdale, New Jersey:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Betz, N.E., & Fitzgerald, L.F. (1987). The career psychology of women. Orlando: Academic
Press.
Brooks, L. (1984). Counseling special groups: Women and ethnic minorities. In D. Brown & L.
Brooks, and Associates (Eds.). Career Choice and Development (pp. 355-368). San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Bums, A., Scott, C., & Cooney, G. (1993). Career trajectories of single mothers and married
mothers who complete tertiary study as mature age students. Education and Society.
JJ.,39-50. Cited in L.M. Subich. (1994), Annual review: Practice and research in career
counseling and development. The Career Development Quarterly. 43(2). 114-151.
Charmaz, K. (1983). The grounded theory method: An explication and interpretation. In R.E.
Emerson (Ed.). Contemporary Field Research: A collection of readings, (pp. 109-126).
Prospect Heights, Illinois: Waveland Press, Inc.
Dey, E.L., Astin, A.W., & Kom, W.S. (1991) The american freshman, twenty-five year trends.
1966-1990. Los Angeles: University of California. Higher Education Research Institute.
Diamond, E.E. (1987). Theories of career development and the reality of women at work. In B.
Gutek & L. Larwood (Eds.), Women's Career Development (pp. 15-27). Newbury Park:
Sage.
Farmer, H.S. & Backer, T.E. (1977). New Career Options for Women: A Counselor’s
Sourcebook. New York: Human Sciences Press.

109

Fitzgerald, L.F. & Weitzman, L.M. (1992). Women’s career development: Theory and practice
from a feminist perspective. In H.D. Lea & Z.B. Leibowitz (Eds.), Adult Career
Development (124-160). Alexandria, VA: National Career Development Association.
Gallos, J.V. (1989). Exploring women’s development: Implications for career theory, practice,
and research. In M B. Arthur, D.T. Hall, & B.S. Lawrence, (Eds.), Handbook of Career
Theory (pp. 110-132). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Gersori, K. (1985). Hard choices: How women decide about work, career, and motherhood.
Berkeley: University of California Press.
Ginzberg, E. (1984). Career development. In D. Brown, L. Brooks, and Associates (Eds.),
Career Choice and Development (pp. 169-191). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Gottfredson, L.S. (1981). Circumscription and compromise: A developmental theory of
occupational aspirations [Monograph]. Journal of Counseling Psychology. 28(6),
545-579.
Gutek, B.A. & Larwood, L. (1987). Introduction: women's careers are important and different.
In B. Gutek & L. Larwood (Eds.), Women's Career Development (pp. 15-27). Newbury
Park: Sage.
Gutek, B.A., & Nieva, V.F. (1979). Determinants of career choice in women. In B.A. Gutek
(Eds.) New directions for education, work, and careers: Enhancing women's career
development (No. 8) (pp. 7-20).
Harmon, L.W. (1981). The life and career plans of young adult college women: A follow up
study. Journal of Counseling Psychology. 28(5), 416-427.
Herr, E.L. & Cramer, S.H. (1984). Career guidance and counseling through the life span:
Systematic approaches (2nd ed.). Boston: Little, Brown & Co.
Hesketh, B., Elmslie, S., & Kaldor, W. (1990). Career compromise: An alternative account to
Gottfredson's theory. Journal of Counseling Psychology. 37(1). 49-56.
Hudson Institute. (1987). Workforce 2000. Indianapolis: Hudson Institute.
Josselson, R. (1996). Revising herself: The story of women’s identity from college to midlife.
NewYork: Oxford University Press.
Larson, J.H., Butler, M., Wilson, S., Medora, N., & Allgood, S. (1994). The effects of gender
on career decision problems in young adults. Journal of Counseling & Development.
73(1), 79-84.
Larwood. L. & Gutek, B.A. (1987). Working toward a theory of women's career development.
In B. Gutek & L. Larwood (Eds.), Women's Career Development (pp. 170-186).
Newbury Park: Sage.

110

Levinson, D.J. (1986). A conception of adult development. American Psychologist 41(1)
3-13.
Levinson, D.J. (1996). The seasons of a woman’s life. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
Lincoln, Y.S. & Guba, E.G. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. Beverly Hills: Sage Publications.
Marshall, J. (1989). Re-visioning career concepts: A feminist invitation. In M.B. Arthur, D.T.
Hall, & B.S. Lawrence, (Eds.), Handbook of Career Theory (pp.275-291). Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Mitchell, L.K., & Krumboltz, J.D. (1984). Social learning approach to career decision-making:
Krumboltz's theory. In D. Brown, L. Brooks, and Associates (Eds.), Career Choice and
Development (pp. 235-280). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Morrison, A.M., White, R.P., Van Elsor,E. & The Center for Creative Leadership. (1992).
Breaking the glass ceiling (rev.ed.). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Murrell, A.J., Frieze, I.H. & Frost, J.L. (1991). Aspiring to careers in male- and femaledominated professions: A study of black and white college women. Psychology of
Women Quarterly. 15(1), 103-126.
National Association for Female Executives. (1993). Women in the American workforce and
power structure: a contemporary snapshot.
Nieva, V.F., & Gutek, B.A. (1981). Women and work. New York: Praeger.
O’Connell, L., Betz, M. & Kurth, S. (1989). Plans for balancing work and family life: Do
women pursuing nontraditional and traditional occupations differ? Sex Roles. 20(1-2),
35-45.
Osipow, S. H. (1983). Theories of career development (3rd ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.
Parsons, F. (1909). Choosing a vocation. Boston: Haughton Mifflin
Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd Ed.). Newbury Park:
Sage Publications.
Rand, L.M. & Miller, A.L. (1978). A developmental cross sectioning of women's careers and
marriage attitudes and life plans. In L.S. Hansen & R.S. Rapoza (Eds), Career
Development and Counseling of Women (pp. 149-162). Springfield IL: Thomas.
Richardson, M.S. (1974). The dimensions of career and work orientation in college women.
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 5, 161-172.
Roe, A. & Lunneborg, P. W. (1984). Personality development and career choice. In D. Brown,
L. Brooks, and Associates (Eds.), Career Choice and Development (pp. 31-60). San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Ill

Roskies, E. & Carrier, S. (1992, November). Marriage and children for professional women:
Asset or liability? Paper presented at the American Psychological Association/National
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health Conference "Stress in the 90's,"
Washington, D.C.
Scherrei, R.A. (1979). Changes in career aspirations of women entering college. In B.A. Gutek
(Eds.) New directions for education, work, and careers: Enhancing women's career
development (No. 8) (pp. 1-6).
Seidman, I.E. (1991). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in education
and the social sciences. New York: Teachers College Press.
Spade, J.Z. & Reese, C.A. (1991). We’ve come a long way, maybe: College students’ plans for
work and family. Sex Roles. 24(5-6), 309-321.
Spokane, A.R., & Richardson, T.Q. (1992). Everything you need to know about career
development you already know. NACADA Journal. 12(2), 42-48.
Strauss, A. & Corbin, J.(1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures and
techniques. Newbury Park: Sage Publications.
Subich, L.M. (1994). Annual review: Practice and research in career counseling and
development. The Career Development Quarterly, 43(2). 114-151.
Sullivan, S.E. (1992). Is there a time for everything? Attitudes related to women's sequencing
of career and family. The Career Development Quarterly. 40(3). 234-243.
Super, D.E. (1963). Career development: Self-concept theory. New York: College Entrance
Examination Board.
Super, D.E. (1984). Career and life development. In D. Brown, L. Brooks, and Associates
(Eds.), Career Choice and Development (pp. 61-93). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Swanson, J.L. & Tokar, D.M. (1991) College students’ perceptions of barriers to career
development. Journal of Vocational Behavior. 38(1). 92-106.
Stewart, H.R. (1989). Job satisfaction of women in nontraditional occupations. Journal of
Employment Counseling. 26(1). 27-34.
Trigg, Linda J. & Perlman, D. (1976). Social influences on women's pursuit of a nontraditional
career. Psychology of Women Quarterly. 1(2), 138-150.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1989a). Women in management (DOL Publication No.
89-4). Washington, D.C.:US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1989b). Working mothers and their children (DOL
Publication No. 89-3). Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.

112

US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1991a). Directory of nontraditional training and
employment programs serving women. Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing
Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. (1991b). Employment in perspective: Women in
the labor force (DOL Report No. 822). Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing
Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1992a). Outlook: 1990-2005 (BLS Bulletin No. 2402).
Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor. (1992b). Pipelines of progress, a status report on the glass ceiling.
Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1992c). Women workers: outlook to 2005 (DOL
Publication No. 92-1). Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1993a). Earnings differences between men and women
(DOL Publication No. 93-5) Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1993b). The family and medical leave act of 1993 (DOL
Publication No. 93-1). Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women’s Bureau. (1993c). Women who maintain families (DOL
Publication No. 93-3). Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women’s Bureau (1994). 1993 Handbook on women workers: Trends and
Issues. Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
US Dept, of Labor, Women's Bureau. (1995). Twenty facts on women workers (DOL
Publication No. 95-1). Washington, D.C.: US Government Printing Office.
Vetter, L. (1978). Career counseling for women. In L.S. Hansen & R.S. Rapoza (Eds), Career
Development and Counseling of Women (pp. 7-26). Springfield, IL: Thomas.
Weinrach, S. G. (1984). Determinants of Vocational Choice: Holland's Theory. In D. Brown,
L. Brooks, and Associates (Eds.), Career Choice and Development (pp. 61-93). San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Wider Opportunities for Women, National Commission on Working Women. (May, 1993).
Women and nontraditional work. Washington, D.C.
Zunker, V. G. (1990). Career counseling: Applied concepts of life planning (3rd ed.). Pacific
Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole.

113

